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1941
_Prisoner of Time was he,

outlawed from Life and Death alike the strange,

brooding creature who watched the ages roll by

and waited half fearfully for - eternity?_

 

“I THINK,” shrilled Erjas, “that this is our most intriguing discovery on any of the worlds we have yet visited!”

His wide, green-shimmering wings fluttered, his beady bird eyes flashed excitement. His several companions bobbed their heads in agreement, the greenish-gold down on their slender necks ruffling softly. They were perched on what had once been amoving sidewalk but was now only a twisted ribbon of wreckage overlooking the vast expanse of a ruined city.

“Yes,” Erjas continued, “it�s baffling, fantastic! It—it has no reason for being.” He pointed unnecessarily to the object of their attention, resting on the high stone plaza a short distance away. “Look at it! Just a huge tubular pendulum hanging from that towering framework! And the machinery, the codger which must have once sent it swinging … I flew up there a while ago to examine it, but it�s hopelessly corroded.”

“But the head of the pendulum!” another of the bird creatures said awedly. “A hollow chamber—transparent, glassite—and that awful thing staring out of it….”

Pressed close to the inner side of the pendulum head was a single human skeleton. The whitened skull seemed to stare out over the desolate, crumbling city as though regarding with amusement the heaps of powdery masonry and the bare steel girders that drooped to the ground, giving the effect of huge spiders poised to spring.

“It�s enough to make one shudder-the way that thing grins! Almost as though-”

“The grin means nothing!” Erjas interrupted annoyedly. “That is only the skeletal remains of one of the mammal creatures who once, undoubtedly, inhabited this world.” He shifted nervously from one spindly leg to the other, as he glanced again at the grinning skull. “And yet, it does seem to be almost-triumphant! And why are there no more of them around? Why is he the only one … and why is he encased in that fantastic pendulum head?”

“Wes hall soon know,” another of the bird creatures trilled softly, glancing at their spaceship which rested amidst the ruins, a short distance away. “Or fleew is even now deciphering the strange writing in the book he salvaged from the pendulumhead. We must not disturb him.”

“How did he get the book? I see no opening in that transparent chamber.”

“The long pendulum arm is hollow, apparently in order to vacuum out the cell. The book was crumbling with age when Or fleew got it out, but he saved most of it.”

“I wish he would hurry! Why must he—”

“Shh! Give him time. Orfleew will decipher the writing he has an amazing genius for alien languages.”

“Yes. I remember the metal tablets on that tiny planetin the constellation—”

“Here he comes now!”

“He�s finished already!”

“We shall soon know the story….”

The bird creatures fairly quivered as Orfleew appeared in the open doorway of their spaceship, carefully carrying as heaf of yellowed pages. He waved to them, spread his wings and soared outward. Amoment later he alighted beside his companions on their narrow perch.

“The language is simple,” Orfleew told them, “and the story is a sad one. I will readit to you and then we must depart, for there is nothing we can do on this world.”

They edged closer to him there on the metal strand, eagerly awaiting the first words. The pendulum hung very straight and very still on a windless world, the transparent head only a few feet above the plaza floor. The grinning skull still peered out as though hugely amused or hugely satisfied. Orfleew took one more fleeting look at it … then he opened the crumbling notebook and began to read.

 

MY NAME John Layeville. I am known as “The Prisoner of Time.” People, tourists from all over the world, come to look at me in my swinging pendulum. School children, on the electrically moving sidewalks surrounding the plaza, stare at me in childish awe. Scientists, studying me, stand out there and train their instruments on the swinging pendulum head. Oh, they could stop the swinging, they could release me—but now I know that will never happen. This all began as a punishment for me, but now I am an enigma to science. I seem to be immortal. It is ironic.

A punishment for me! Now, as through a mist, my memory spins back to the day when all this started. I remember I had found a way to bridge time gaps and travel into futurity. I remember the time device I built. No, it did not in any way resemble this pendulum—my device was merely a huge box-like affair of specially treated metal and glassite, with a series of electric rotors of my own design which set up conflicting, but orderly, fields of stress. I had tested it to perfection no less than three times, but none of the others in the Council of Scientists would believe me. They all laughed. And Leske laughed. Especially Leske, for he has always hated me.

I offered to demonstrate, to prove. I invited the Council to bring others—all the greatest minds in the scientific world. At last, anticipating an amusing evening at my expense, they agreed.

I shall never forget that evening when a hundred of the world�s greatest scientists gathered in the main Council laboratory. Butthey had come to jeer, not to cheer. I did not care, as I stood on the platform beside my ponderous machine and listened to the amused murmur of voices. Nor did I care that millions of other unbelieving eyes were watching by television, Leske having indulged in a campaign of mockery against the possibility of time travel. I did not care, because I knew that in a few minutes Leske�s campaign would be turned into victory for me. I would set my rotors humming, I would pull the control switch—and my machine would flash away into a time dimension and back again, as I had already seen it do three times. Later we would send a man out in the machine.

The moment arrived. But fate had decreed it was to be my moment of doom. Something went wrong, even now I do not know what or why. Perhaps the television concentration in the room affected the stress of the time-fields my rotors set up. The last thing I remember seeing, as I reached out and touched the main control switch, were the neat rows of smiling white faces of the important men seated in the laboratory. My hand came down on the switch….

Even now I shudder, remembering the vast mind-numbing horror of that moment. A terrific sheet of electrical flame, greenish and writhing and alien, leaped across the laboratory from wall to wall, blasting into ashes everything in its path!

Before millions of television witnesses I had slain the world�s greatest scientists!

No, not all. Leske and myself and a few others who were behind the machine escaped with severe burns. I was least injured of all, which seemed to increase the fury of the populace against me. I was swept to a hasty trial, faced jeering throngs who called out for my death.

“Destroy the time machine,” was the watchword, “and destroy this murderer with it!”

Murderer! I had only sought to help humanity. In vain I tried to explain the accident, but popular resentment is a thing not to be reasoned with.

One day, weeks later, I was taken from my secret prison and hurried, under heavy guard, to the hospital room where Leske lay. He raised himself on one arm and his smouldering eyes looked at me. That�s all I could see of him, just his eyes the rest of him was swathed in bandages. For a moment he just looked and if ever I saw insanity, but a cunning insanity, in a man�s eyes, it was then.

For about ten seconds he looked, then with a great effort he pointed a bulging, bandaged arm at me.

“No, do not destroy him,” he mumbled to the authorities gathered around. “Destroy his machine, yes, but save the parts. I have a better plan, a fitting one, for this man who murdered the world�s greatest scientists.”

I remembered Leske�s old hatred of me, and I shuddered.

IN THE weeks that followed, one of my guards told me with a sort of malicious pleasure of my time device being dismantled, and secret things being done with it. Leske was directing the operations from his bed.

At last came the day when I was ledforth and saw the huge pendulum for the first time. As I looked at it there, fantastic and formidable, I realized as never before the extent of Leske�s insane revenge. And the populace seemed equally vengeful, equally cruel, like the ancient Romans on a gladiatorial holiday. In a sudden panic of terror, I shriekedand tried to leap away.

That only amused the people who crowded the electrical sidewalks around the plaza. They laughed and shrieked derisively.

My guards thrust me into the glass pendulum head and I lay there quivering, realizing the irony of my fate. This pendulum had been built from the precious metal and glassite of my own time device! It was intended as a monument to my slaughtering! I was being put on exhibition for life within my own executioning device! The crowd roared thunderous approval, damning me.

Then a little click and a whirring above me, and my glass prison began to move. It increased in speed. The arc of the pendulum�s swing lengthened. I remember how I pounded at the glass, futilely screaming, and how my hands bled. I remember the rows of faces becoming blurred white blobs before me….

I did not become insane, as I had thought at first I would. I did not mind it so much that first night. I couldn�t sleep but it wasn�t uncomfortable. The lights of the city were comets with tails that pelted from right to left like foaming fireworks. But as the night wore on I felt a gnawing in my stomach that grew worse until I became very sick. The next day was the same and I couldn�t eat anything. In the days that followed they never stopped the pendulum, not once. They slid my food down the hollow pendulum stem in little round parcels that plunked at my feet. The first time I attempted eating I was unsuccessful it wouldn�t stay down. In desperation I hammered against the cold glass with my fists until they bled again, and I cried hoarsely, but heard nothing but my own weak words muffled in my ears.

After an infinitude of misery, I began to eat and even sleep while traveling back and forth this way … they had allowed me small glass loops on the floor with which I fastened myself down at night and slept a soundless slumber, without sliding. I even began to take an interest in the world outside, watching it tip one way and another, back and forth and up and down, dizzily before my eyes until they ached. The monotonous movements never changed. So huge was the pendulum that it shadowed one hundred feet or more with every majestic sweep of its gleaming shape, hanging from the metal intestines of the machine overhead. I estimated that it took four or five seconds for it to traverse the arc.

On and on like this—for how long would it be? I dared not think of it….

 

DAY by day I began to concentrate on the gaping, curiosity-etched faces outside-faces that spoke soundless words, laughing and pointing at me, the prisoner of time, traveling forever nowhere. Then after a time-was it weeks or months or years?-the town people ceased to come and it was only tourists who came tost are….

Once a day the attendants sent down my food, once a day they sent down a tube to vacuum out the cell. The days and nights ran together in my memory until time came to mean very little to me….

IT WAS not until I knew, inevitably, that I was doomed forever to this swinging chamber, that the thought occurred to me to leave a written record. Then the idea obsessed me and I could think of nothing else.

I had noticed that once a day an attendant climbed into the whirring coggery overhead in order to drop my food down the tube. I began to tap code signals along the tube, a request for writing materials. For days, weeks, months, my signals remained unanswered. I be cameinfuriated—and more persistent.

Then, at long last, the day when not only my packet of food came down the tube, but with it a heavy notebook, and writing materials! I suppose the attendant above became weary at last of my tappings! I was in a perfect ecstasy of joy at this slight luxury.

I have spent the last few days in recounting my story, without any undue elaboration. I am weary now of writing, but I shall continue from time to time—in the present tense instead of the past.

My pendulum still swings in its unvarying arc. I am sure it has been not months, but years! I am accustomed to it now. I think if the pendulum were to stop suddenly, I should go mad at the motionless existence!

 

(Later): There is unusual activity on the electrically moving sidewalks surrounding me. Men are coming, scientists, and setting up peculiar looking instruments with which to study me at a distance. I think I know the reason. I guessed it some time ago. I have not recorded the years, but I suspect that I have already outlived Leske and all the others! I know my cheeks have developed a short beard which suddenly ceased growing, and I feel a curious, tingling vitality. I feel that I shall outlive them all! I cannot account for it, nor can they out there, those scientists who now examine me so scrupulously. And they dare not stop my pendulum, my little world, for fear of the effect it may have on me!

 

(Still later): These men, these puny scientists, have dropped a microphone down the tube to me! They have actually remembered that I was once a great scientist, encased here cruelly. In vain they have sought the reason for my longevity now they want me to converse with them, giving my symptoms and reactions and suggestions! They are perplexed, but hopeful, desiring the secret of eternal life to which they feel I can give them a clue. I have already been here two hundred years, they tell me they are the fifth generation.

At first I said not a word, paying no attention to themicrophone. I merely listened to their babblings and pleadings until I weared of it. Then I grasped the microphone and looked up and saw their tense, eager faces, awaiting my words.

“One does not easily forgive such an injustice as this,” I shouted. “And I do not believe I shall be ready to until five more generations.”

Then I laughed. Oh, how I laughed.

“He�s insane!” I heard one of them say: “The secret of immortality may lie somehow with him, but I feel we shall never learn it and we dare not stop the pendulum—that might break the time field, or whatever it is that�s holding him in thrall….”

 

(MUCH LATER): It has been a longer time than I care to think, since I wrote those last words. Years … I know not how many. I have almost forgotten how to hold a pencil in my fingers to write.

Many things have transpired, many changes have come in the crazy world out there.

Once I saw wave after wave of planes, so many that they darkened the sky, far out in the direction of the ocean, moving toward the city and a host of planes arising from here, going out to meet them and a brief, but lurid and devastating battle in which planes fell like leaves in the wind and some planes triumphantly returning, I know not which ones…

But all that was very long ago, and it matters not to me. My daily parcels of food continue to come down the pendulum stem I suspect that it has become a sort of ritual, and the inhabitants of the city, whoever they are now, have long since forgotten the legend of why I was encased here. My little world continues to swing in its arc, and I continue to observe the puny little creatures out there who blunder through their brief span of life.

Already I have outlived generations! Now I want to outlive the very last one of them! I shall!

… Another thing, too, I have noticed. The attendants who daily drop the parcels of food for me, and vacuum out the cell, are robots! Square, clumsy, ponderous and four-limbed things—unmistakably metal robots, only vaguely human in shape.

… I begin to see more and more of these clumsy robots about the city. Oh, yes, humans too—but they only come on sight-seeing tours and pleasure jaunts now they live, for the most part, in luxury high among the towering buildings. Only the robots occupy the lower level now, doing all the menial and mechanical tasks necessary to the operation of the city. This, I suppose, is progress as these self centered beings have willed it.

.. . robots are becoming more complicated, more human in shape and movements … and more numerous … uncanny … I have a premonition….

 

(Later):It has come! I knew it! Vast, surging activity out there … the humans, soft from an aeon of luxury and idleness, could not even escape … those who tried, in their rocket planes, were brought down by the pale, rosy electronic beams of the robots … others of the humans, more daring or desperate, tried to sweep low over the central robot base and drop thermite bombs—but the robots had erected an electronic barrier which hurled the bombs back among the planes, causing inestimable havoc …

The revolt was brief, but inevitably successful. I suspect that all human life except mine has been swept from the earth. I begin to see, now, how cunningly the robots devised it.

The humans had gone forward recklessly and blindly to achieve their Utopia they had designed their robots with more and more intricacy, more and more finesse, until the great day when they were able to leave the entire operation of the city to the robots—under the guidance perhaps of one or two humans. But somewhere, somehow, one of those robots was imbued with a spark of intelligence it began to think, slowly but precisely it began to add unto itself, perhaps secretly until finally it had evolved itself into a terribly efficient unit of inspired intelligence, a central mechanical Brain which planned this revolt.

At least, so I pictured it. Only the robots are left now—but very intelligent robots. A group of them came yesterday and stood before my swinging pendulum and seemed to confer among themselves. They surely must recognize me as one of the humans, the last one left. Do they plan to destroy me too?

No. I must have become a legend, even among the robots. My pendulum still swings. They have now encased the operating mechanism beneath a protective glassite dome. They have erected a device whereby my daily parcel of food is dropped to me mechanically. They no longer come near me they seem to have forgotten me.

This infuriates me! Well, I shall outlast them too! After all, they are but products of the human brain … I shall outlast everything even remotely human! I swear it!

 

(MUCH LATER): Is this the end? I have seen the end of the reign of the robots! Yesterday, just as the sun was crimsoning in the west, I perceived the hordes of things that came swarming out of space, expanding in the heavens … alien creatures fluttering down, great gelatinous masses of black that clustered thickly over everything….

I saw the robot rocket planes criss-crossing the sky on pillars of scarlet flame, blasting into the black masses with their electronic beams—but the alien things were unperturbed and unaffected! Closer and closer they pressed to earth, until the robot rockets began to dart helplessly for shelter.

To no avail. The silvery robot ships began crashing to earth in ghastly devastation, like drops of mercury splashing on tiles….

And the black gelatinous masses came ever closer, to spread over the earth, to crumble the city and corrode whatever metal was left exposed.

Except my pendulum. They came dripping darkly down over it, over the glassite dome which protects the whirring wheels and roaring bowels of the mechanism. The city has crumbled, the robots are destroyed, but my pendulum still moves, the only moving thing on this world now … and I know that fact puzzles the sealien things and they will not be content until they have stopped it….

This all happened yesterday. I am lying very still now, watching them. Most of the mare gathering out there over the ruins of the city, preparing to leave-except a few of the black quivering things that are still hanging to my pendulum, almost blotting out the sunlight and a few more above, near the operating machinery, concentrating those same emanations by which they corroded the robots. They are determined to do a complete job here. I know that in a few minutes they will begin to take effect, even through the glassite shield. I shall continue to write until my pendulum stops swinging. …. it is happening now. I can feel a peculiar grinding and grating in the coggery above. Soon my tiny glassite world will ceaseits relentless arc.

I feel now only a fierce elation flaming i thin me, for after all, this is my victory! I have conquered over the men who planned this punishment for me, and over countless other generations, and over the final robots themselves! There is nothing more I desire except annihilation, and I am sure that will come automatically when my pendulum ceases, bringing me to a state of unendurable motionlessness….

It is coming now. Those black, gelatinous shapes above are drifting away to join their companions. The mechanism isgrinding raucously. My arc is narrowing … smaller … smaller….

 

I feel… so strange…



The Crowd




1943
Mr. Spallner put his hands over his face.

There was the feeling of movement in space, the beautifully tortured scream, the impact and tumbling of the car with wall, through wall, over and down like a toy, and him hurled out of it. Then—silence.

The crowd came running. Faintly, where he lay, he heard them running. He could tell their ages and their sizes by the sound of their numerous feet over the summer grass and on the lined pavement, and over the asphalt street, and picking through the cluttered bricks to where his car hung half into the night sky, still spinning its wheels with a senseless centrifuge.

Where the crowd came from he didn’t know. He struggled to remain aware and then the crowd faces hemmed in upon him, hung over like the large glowing leaves of down-bent trees. They were a ring of shifting, compressing, changing faces over him, looking down, looking down, reading the time of his life or death by his face, making his face into a moon-dial, where the moon cast a shadow from his nose out upon his cheek to tell the time of breathing or not breathing any more ever.

How swiftly a crowd comes, he thought, like the iris of an eye compressing in out of nowhere.

A siren. A police voice. Movement. Blood trickled from his lips and he was being moved into an ambulance. Someone said, “Is he dead?” And someone else said, “No, he’s not dead.” And a third person said, “He won’t die, he’s not going to die.” And he saw the faces of the crowd beyond him in the night, and he knew by their expressions that he wouldn’t die. And that was strange. He saw a man’s face, thin, bright, pale; the man swallowed and bit his lips. very sick. There was a small woman, too, with red hair and too much red on her cheeks and lips. And a little boy with a freckled face. Others’ faces. An old man with a wrinkled upper lip, an old woman, with a mole upon her chin. They had all come from— where? Houses, cars, alleys, from the immediate and the accidentshocked world. Out of alleys and out of hotels and out of streetcars and seemingly out of nothing they came.

The crowd looked at him and he looked back at them and did not like them at all. There was a vast wrongness to them. He couldn’t put his finger on it. They were far worse than this machine-made thing that happened to him now.

The ambulance doors slammed. Through the windows he saw the crowd looking in, looking in. That crowd that always came so fast, so strangely fast, to form a circle, to peer down, to probe, to gawk, to question, to point, to disturb, to spoil the privacy of a man’s agony by their frank curiosity.

The ambulance drove off. He sank back and their faces still stared into his face, even with his eyes shut.

 

The car wheels spun in his mind for days. One wheel, four wheels, spinning, spinning, and whirring, around and around.

He knew it was wrong. Something wrong with the wheels and the whole accident and the running of feet and the curiosity. The crowd faces mixed and spun into the wild rotation of the wheels.

He awoke.

Sunlight, a hospital room, a hand taking his pulse.

“How do you feel?” asked the doctor.

The wheels faded away. Mr. Spallner looked around.

“Fine—I guess.”

He tried to find words. About the accident. “Doctor?”

“Yes?”

“That crowd—was it last night?”

“Two days ago. You’ve been here since Thursday. You’re all right, though. You’re doing fine. Don’t try and get up.”

“That crowd. Something about wheels, too. Do accidents make people, well, a—little off?”

“Temporarily, sometimes.”

He lay staring up at the doctor. “Does it hurt your time sense?”

“Panic sometimes does.”

“Makes a minute seem like an hour, or maybe an hour seem like a minute?”

“Yes.”

“Let me tell you then.” He felt the bed under him, the sunlight on his face. “You’ll think I’m crazy. I was driving too fast, I know. I’m sorry now. I jumped the curb and hit that wall. I was hurt and numb, I know, but I still remember things. Mostly—the crowd.” He waited a moment and then decided to go on, for he suddenly knew what it was that bothered him. “The crowd got there too quickly. Thirty seconds after the smash they were all standing over me and staring at me … it’s not right they should run that fast, so late at night.

…”

 

“You only think it was thirty seconds,” said the doctor. “It was probably three or four minutes. Your senses—”

“Yeah, I know—my senses, the accident. But I was conscious! I remember one thing that puts it all together and makes it funny, God, so damned funny. The wheels of my car, upside down. The wheels were still spinning when the crowd got there!”

The doctor smiled.

The man in bed went on. “I’m positive! The wheels were spinfling and spinning fast—the front wheels! Wheels don’t spin very long, friction cuts them down. And these were really spinning!”

“You’re confused,” said the doctor.

“I’m not confused. That street was empty. Not a soul in sight. And then the accident and the wheels still spinning and all those faces over me, quick, in no time. And the way they looked down at me, I knew I wouldn’t die… .”

“Simple shock,” said the doctor, walking away into the sunlight.

 

They released him from the hospital two weeks later. He rode home in a taxi. People had come to visit him during his two weeks on his back, and to all of them he had told his story, the accident, the spinning wheels, the crowd. They had all laughed with him concerning it, and passed it off.

He leaned forward and tapped on the taxi window.

“What’s wrong?”

The cabbie looked back. “Sorry, boss. This is one helluva town to drive in. Got an accident up ahead. Want me to detour?”

“Yes. No. No! Wait. Go ahead. Let’s—let’s take a look.”

The cab moved forward, honking.

“Funny damn thing,” said the cabbie. “Hey, you! Get that fleatrap out the way!” Quieter, “Funny thing—more damn people. Nosy people.”

Mr. Spallner looked down and watched his fingers tremble on his knee. “You noticed that, too?”

“Sure,” said the cabbie. “All the time. There’s always a crowd. You’d think it was their own mother got killed.”

“They come running awfully fast,” said the man in the back of the cab.

“Same way with a fire or an explosion. Nobody around. Boom. Lotsa people around. I dunno.”

“Ever seen an accident—at night?”

The cabbie nodded. “Sure. Don’t make no difference. There’s always a crowd.”

The wreck came in view. A body lay on the pavement. You knew there was a body even if you couldn’t see it. Because of the crowd. The crowd with its back toward him as he sat in the rear of the cab. With its back toward him. He opened the window and almost started to yell. But he didn’t have the nerve. If he yelled they might turn around.

And he was afraid to see their faces.

 

“I seem to have a penchant for accidents,” he said, in his office. It was late afternoon. His friend sat across the desk from him, listening. “I got out of the hospital this morning and first thing on the way home, we detoured around a wreck.”

“Things run in cycles,” said Morgan.

“Let me tell you about my accident.”

“I’ve heard it. Heard it all.”

“But it was funny, you must admit.”

“I must admit. Now how about a drink?”

They talked on for half an hour or more. All the while they talked, at the back of Spallner’s brain a small watch ticked, a watch that never needed winding. It was the memory of a few little things. Wheels and faces.

At about five-thirty there was a hard metal noise in the street. Morgan nodded and looked out and down. “What’d I tell you? Cycles. A truck and a cream-colored Cadillac. Yes, yes.”

Spailner walked to the window. He was very cold and as he stood there, he looked at his watch, at the small minute hand. One two three four five seconds_people running—eight nine ten eleven twelve—from all over, people came running—fifteen sixteen seventeen eighteen seconds—more people, more cars, more horns blowing. Curiously distant, Spallner looked upon the scene as an explosion in reverse, the fragments of the detonation sucked back to the point of impulsion. Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one seconds and the crowd was there. Spallner made a gesture down at them, wordless.

The crowd had gathered so fast.

He saw a woman’s body a moment before the crowd swallowed it up.

Morgan said. “You look lousy. Here. Finish your drink.”

“I’m all right, I’m all right. Let me alone. I’m all right. Can you see those people? Can you see any of them? I wish we could see them closer.”

Morgan cried out, “Where in hell are you going?”

Spallner was out the door, Morgan after him, and down the stairs, as rapidly as possible. “Come along, and hurry.”

“Take it easy, you’re not a well man!”

They walked out on to the street. Spaliner pushed his way forward. He thought he saw a red-haired woman with too much red color on her cheeks and lips.

“There!” He turned wildly to Morgan. “Did you see her?”

“See who?”

“Damn it; she’s gone. The crowd closed in!”

The crowd was all around, breathing and looking and shuffling and mixing and mumbling and getting in the way when he tried to shove through. Evidently the red-haired woman had seen him coming and run off.

He saw another familiar face! A little freckled boy. But there are many freckled boys in the world. And, anyway, it was no use, before Spallner reached him, this little boy ran away and vanished among the people.

“Is she dead?” a voice asked. “Is she dead?”

“She’s dying,” someone else replied. “She’ll be dead before the ambulance arrives. They shouldn’t have moved her. They shouldn’t have moved her.”

All the crowd faces—familiar, yet unfamiliar, bending over, looking down, looking down.

“Hey, mister, stop pushing.”

“Who you shovin’, buddy?”

Spailner came back out, and Morgan caught hold of him before he fell. “You damned fool. You’re still sick. Why in hell’d you have to come down here?” Morgan demanded.

“I don’t know, I really don’t. They moved her, Morgan, someone moved her. You should never move a traffic victim. It kills them. It kills them.”

“Yeah. That’s the way with people. The idiots.”

 

Spallner arranged the newspaper clippings carefully.

Morgan looked at them. “What’s the idea? Ever since your accident you think every traffic scramble is part of you. What are these?”

“Clippings of motor-car crackups, and photos. Look at them. Not at the cars,” said Spallner, “but at the crowds around the cars.” He pointed. “Here. Compare this photo of a wreck in the Wilshire District with one in Westwood. No resemblance. But now take this Westwood picture and align it with one taken in the Westwood District ten years ago.” Again he motioned. “This woman is in both pictures.”

Coincidence. The woman happened to be there once in 1936, again in 1946.”

“A coincidence once, maybe. But twelve times over a period of ten years, when the accidents occurred as much as three miles from one another, no. Here.” He dealt out a dozen photographs. “She’s in all of these!”

“Maybe she’s perverted.”

“She’s more than that. How does she happen to be there so quickly after each accident? And why does she wear the same clothes in pictures taken over a period of a decade?”

“I’ll be damned, so she does.”

“And, last of all, why was she standing over me the night of my accident, two weeks ago?”

 

They had a drink. Morgan went over the files. “What’d you do, hire a clipping service while you were in the hospital to go back through the newspapers for you?” Spallner nodded. Morgan sipped his drink. It was getting late.The street lights were coming on in the streets below the office. “What does all this add up to?”

“I don’t know,” said Spailner, “except that there’s a universal law about accidents. Crowds gather. They always gather. And like you and me, people have wondered year after year, why they gathered so quickly, and how? I know the answer. Here it is!”

He flung the clippings down. “It frightens me.”

“These people—mightn’t they be thrill-hunters, perverted sensationalists with a carnal lust for blood and morbidity?”

Spallner shrugged. “Does that explain their being at all the accidents? Notice, they stick to certain territories. A Brentwood accident will bring out one group. A Huntington Park another. But there’s a norm for faces, a certain percentage appear at each wreck.”

Morgan said, “They’re not all the same faces, are they?”

“Naturally not. Accidents draw normal people, too, in the course of time. But these, I find, are always the first ones there.”

“Who are they? What do they want? You keep hinting and never telling. Good Lord, you must have some idea. You’ve scared yourself and now you’ve got me jumping.”

“I’ve tried getting to them, but someone always trips me up, I’m always too late. They slip into the crowd and vanish. The crowd seems to offer protection to some of its members. They see me coming.”

“Sounds like some sort of clique.”

“They have one thing in common, they always show up together. At a fire or an explosion or on the sidelines of a war, at any public demonstration of this thing called death. Vultures, hyenas or saints, I don’t know which they are, I just don’t know. But I’m going to the police with it, this evening. It’s gone on long enough. One of them shifted that woman’s body today. They shouldn’t have touched her. It killed her.”

He placed the clippings in a briefcase. Morgan got up and slipped into his coat. Spailner clicked the briefcase shut. “Or, I just happened to think…”

“What?”

“Maybe they wanted her dead.”

“Why?”

“Who knows. Come along?”

“Sorry. It’s late. See you tomorrow. Luck.” They went out together. “Give my regards to the cops. Think they’ll believe you?”

“Oh, they’ll believe me all right. Good night.”

 

Spallner took it slow driving downtown.

“I want to get there,” he told himself, “alive.”

He was rather shocked, but not surprised, somehow, when the truck came rolling out of an alley straight at him. He was just congratulating himself on his keen sense of observation and talking out what he would say to the police in his mind, when the truck smashed into his car. It wasn’t really his car, that was the disheartening thing about it. In a preoccupied mood he was tossed first this way and then that way, while he thought, what a shame, Morgan has gone and lent me his extra car for a few days until my other car is fixed, and now here I go again. The windshield hammered back into his face. He was forced back and forth in several lightning jerks. Then all motion stopped and all noise stopped and only pain filled him up.

He heard their feet running and running and running. He fumbled with the car door. It clicked. He fell out upon the pavement drunkenly and lay, ear to the asphalt, listening to them coming. It was like a great rainstorm, with many drops, heavy and light and medium, touching the earth. He waited a few seconds and listened to their coming and their arrival. Then, weakly, expectantly, he rolled his head up and looked.

The crowd was there.

He could smell their breaths, the mingled odors of many people sucking and sucking on the air a man needs to live by. They crowded and jostled and sucked and sucked all the air up from around his gasping face until he tried to tell them to move back, they were making him live in a vacuum. His head was bleeding very badly. He tried to move and he realized something was wrong with his spine. He hadn’t felt much at the impact, but his spine was hurt. He didn’t dare move.

He couldn’t speak. Opening his mouth, nothing came out but a gagging.

Someone said, “Give me a hand. We’ll roll him over and lift him into a more comfortable position.”

Spallner’s brain burst apart.

No! Don’t move me!

“We’ll move him,” said the voice, casually.

You idiots, you’ll kill me, don’t!

But he could not say any of this out loud. He could only think it.

Hands took hold of him. They started to lift him. He cried out and nausea choked him up. They straightened him out into a ramrod of agony. Two men did it. One of them was thin, bright, pale, alert, a young man. The other man was very old and had a wrinkled upper lip.

He had seen their faces before.

A familiar voice said, “Is—is he dead?”

Another voice, a memorable voice, responded, “No. Not yet. But he will be dead before the ambulance arrives.”

It was all a very silly, mad plot. Like every accident. He squealed hysterically at the solid wall of faces. They were all around him, these judges and jurors with the faces he had seen before. Through his pain he counted their faces.

The freckled boy. The old man with the wrinkled upper lip.

The red-haired, red-cheeked woman. An old woman with a mole on her chin.

I know what you’re here for, he thought. You’re here just as you’re at all accidents. To make certain the right ones live and the right ones die. That’s why you lifted me. You knew it would kill. You knew I’d live if you left me alone.

And that’s the way it’s been since time began, when crowds gather. You murder much easier, this way. Your alibi is very simple; you didn’t know it was dangerous to move a hurt man. You didn’t mean to hurt him.

He looked at them, above him, and he was curious as a man under deep water looking up at people on a bridge. Who are you? Where do you come from and how do you get here so soon? You’re the crowd that’s always in the way, using up good air that a dying man’s lungs are in need of, using up space he should be using to lie in, alone. Tramping on people to make sure they die, that’s you. I know all of you.

It was like a polite monologue. They said nothing. Faces. The old man. The red-haired woman.

Someone picked up his briefcase. “Whose is this?”

It’s mine! It’s evidence against all of you!

Eyes, inverted over him. Shiny eyes under tousled hair or under hats.

Faces.

Somewhere—a siren. The ambulance was coming.

But, looking at the faces, the construction, the cast, the form of the faces, Spallner saw it was too late. He read it in their faces. They knew.

He tried to speak. A little bit got out:

“It—looks like I’ll—be joining up with you. I—guess I’ll be a member of your—group—now.”

He closed his eyes then, and waited for the coroner.



The Scythe




1943
Quite suddenly there was no more road. It ran down the valley like any other road, between slopes of barren, stony ground and live oak trees, and then past a broad field of wheat standing alone in the wilderness. It came up beside the small white house that belonged to the wheat field and then just faded out, as though there was no more use for it.

It didn’t matter much, because just there the last of the gas was gone. Drew Erickson braked the ancient car to a stop and sat there, not speaking, staring at his big, rough farmer’s hands.

Molly spoke, without moving where she lay in the corner beside him. “We must of took the wrong fork back yonder.”

Drew nodded.

Molly’s lips were almost as white as her face. Only they were dry, where her skin was damp with sweat. Her voice was flat with no expression in it.

“Drew,” she said. “Drew, what are we a-goin’ to do now?”

Drew stared at his hands. A farmer’s hands, with the farm blown out from under them by the dry, hungry wind that never got enough good loam to eat.

The kids in the back seat woke up and pried themselves out of the dusty litter of bundles and bedding. They poked their heads over the back of the seat and said:

“What are we stoppin’ for, Pa? Are we gonna eat now, Pa? Pa, we’re awful hungry. Can we eat now, Pa?”

Drew closed his eyes. He hated the sight of his hands.

Molly’s fingers touched his wrist. Very light, very soft. “Drew, maybe in the house there they’d spare us somethin’ to eat?”

A white line showed around his mouth. “Beggin’,” he said harshly. “Ain’t none of us ever begged before. Ain’t none of us ever goin’ to.”

Molly’s hand tightened on his wrist. He turned and saw her eyes. He saw the eyes of Susie and little Drew, looking at him. Slowly all the stiffness went out of his neck and his back. His face got loose and blank, shapeless like a thing that has been beaten too hard and too long. He got out of the car and went up the path to the house. He walked uncertainly, like a man who is sick, or nearly blind.

The door of the house was open. Drew knocked three times. There was nothing inside but silence, and a white window curtain moving in the slow, hot air.

He knew it before he went in. He knew there was death in the house. It was that kind of silence.

He went through a small, clean living room and down a little hall. He wasn’t thinking anything. He was past thinking. He was going toward the kitchen, unquestioning, like an animal.

Then he looked through an open door and saw the dead man. He was an old man, lying out on a clean white bed. He hadn’t been dead long; not long enough to lose the last quiet look of peace. He must have known he was going to die, because he wore his grave clothes—an old black suit, brushed and neat, and a clean white shirt and a black tie.

A scythe leaned against the wall beside the bed. Between the old man’s hands there was a blade of wheat, still fresh. A ripe blade, golden and heavy in the tassel.

Drew went into the bedroom, walking soft. There was a coldness on him. He took off his broken, dusty hat and stood by the bed, looking down.

The paper lay open on the pillow beside the old man’s head. It was meant to he read. Maybe a request for burial, or to call a relative. Drew scowled over the words, moving his pale, dry lips.

 

To him who stands beside me at my death bed:

 

_Being of sound mind, and alone in the world as it has been decreed, I, John Buhr, do give and bequeath this farm, with all pertaining to it, to the man who is to come. Whatever his name or origin shall be, it will not matter. The farm is his, and the wheat; the scythe, and the task ordained thereto. Let him take them freely, and without question—and re

member that I, John Buhr, am only the giver, not the ordainer. To which I set my hand and seal this third day of April, 1938_.

((_Signed_)) John Buhr. Kyrie eléison!

 

Drew walked back through the house and opened the screen door. He said, “Molly, you come in. Kids, you stay in the car.”

Molly came inside. He took her to the bedroom. She looked at the will, the scythe, the wheat field moving in a hot wind outside the window. Her white face tightened up and she bit her lips and held onto him. “It’s too good to be true. There must be some trick to it.”

Drew said, “Our luck’s changin’, that’s all. We’ll have work to do, stuff to eat, somethin’ over our heads to keep rain off.” He touched the scythe. It gleamed like a half-moon. Words were scratched on its blade: WHO WIELDS ME—WIELDS THE WORLD! It didn’t mean much to him, right at that moment.

“Drew,” Molly asked, staring at the old man’s clasped hands, “why—why’s he holdin’ that wheat-stalk so hard in his fingers?”

Just then the heavy silence was broken by the sound of the kids scrambling up the front porch. Molly gasped.

 

They lived in the house. They buried the old man on a hill and said some words over him, and came back down and swept the house and unloaded the car and had something to eat, because there was food, lots of it, in the kitchen; and they did nothing for three days but fix the house and look at the land and lie in the good beds, and then look at one another in surprise that all this was happening this way, and their stomachs were full and there was even a cigar for him to smoke in the evenings

There was a small barn behind the house and in the barn a bull and three cows; and there was a well-house, a springhouse, under some big trees that kept it cool. And inside the well-house were big sides of beef and bacon and pork and mutton, enough to feed a family five times their size for a year, two years, maybe three. There was a churn and a box of cheese there, and big metal cans for the milk.

On the fourth morning Drew Erickson lay in bed looking at the scythe, and he knew it was time for him to work because there was ripe grain in the long field; he had seen it with his eyes, and he did not want to get soft. Three days’ sitting were enough for any man. He roused himself in the first fresh smell of dawn and took the scythe and held it before him as he walked out into the field. He held it up in his hands and swung it down.

It was a big field of grain. Too big for one man to tend, and yet one man had tended it.

At the end of the first day of work, he walked in with the scythe riding his shoulder quietly, and there was a look on his face of a puzzled man. It was a wheat field the like of which he had never seen. It ripened only in separate clusters, each set off from the others. Wheat shouldn’t do that. He didn’t tell Molly. Nor did he tell her the other things about the field. About how, for instance, the wheat rotted within a few hours after he cut it down. Wheat shouldn’t do that, either. He was not greatly worried. After all, there was food at hand.

The next morning the wheat he had left rotting, cut down, had taken hold and came up again in little green sprouts, with tiny roots, all born again.

Drew Erickson rubbed his chin, wondered what and why and how it acted that way, and what good it would be to him—he couldn’t sell it. A couple of times during the day he walked far up in the hills to where the old man’s grave was, just to be sure the old man was there, maybe with some notion he might get an idea there about the field. He looked down and saw how much land he owned. The wheat stretched three miles in one direction toward the mountains, and was about two acres wide, patches of it in seedlings, patches of it golden, patches of it green, patches of it fresh cut by his hand. But the old man said nothing concerning this; there were a lot of stones and dirt in his face now. The grave was in the sun and the wind and silence. So Drew Erickson walked back down to use the scythe, curious, enjoying it because it seemed important. He didn’t know just why, but it was. Very, very important.

He couldn’t just let the wheat stand. There were always new patches of it ripened, and in his figuring out loud to no one in particular he said, “If I cut the wheat for the next ten years, just as it ripens up, I don’t think I’ll pass the same spot twice. Such a damn big field.” He shook his head. “That wheat ripens just so. Never too much of it so I can’t cut all the ripe stuff each day. That leaves nothin’ hut green grain. And the next mornin’, sure enough, another patch of ripe stuff… .”

It was damned foolish to cut the grain when it rotted as quick as it fell. At the end of the week he decided to let it go a few days.

He lay in bed late, just listening to the silence in the house that wasn’t anything like death silence, but a silence of things living well and happily.

He got up, dressed, and ate his breakfast slowly. He wasn’t going to work. He went out to milk the cows, stood on the porch smoking a cigarette, walked about the back-yard a little and then came back in and asked Molly what he had gone out to do.

“Milk the cows,” she said.

“Oh, yes,” he said, and went out again. He found the cows waiting and full, and milked them and put the milk cans in the springhouse, hut thought of other things. The wheat. The scythe.

All through the morning he sat on the hack porch rolling cigarettes. He made a toy boat for little Drew and one for Susie, and then he churned some of the milk into butter and drew off the buttermilk, hut the sun was in his head, aching. It burned there. He wasn’t hungry for lunch. He kept looking at the wheat and the wind bending and tipping and ruffling it. His arms flexed, his fingers, resting on his knee as he sat again on the porch, made a kind of grip in the empty air, itching. The pads of his palms itched and burned. He stood up and wiped his hands on his pants and sat down and tried to roll another cigarette and got mad at the mixings and threw it all away with a muttering. He had a feeling as if a third arm had been cut off of him, or he had lost something of himself. It had to do with his hands and his arms.

He heard the wind whisper in the field.

By one o’clock he was going in and out of the house, getting underfoot, thinking about digging an irrigation ditch, but all the time really thinking about the wheat and how ripe and beautiful it was, aching to be cut.

“Damn it to hell!”

He strode into the bedroom, took the scythe down off its wallpegs. He stood holding it. He felt cool. His hands stopped itching. His head didn’t ache. The third arm was returned to him. He was intact again.

It was instinct. Illogical as lightning striking and not hurting. Each day the grain must be cut. It had to be cut. Why? Well, it just did, that was all. He laughed at the scythe in his big hands. Then, whistling, he took it out to the ripe and waiting field and did the work. He thought himself a little mad. Hell, it was an ordinary-enough wheat field, really, wasn’t it? Almost.

 

The days loped away like gentle horses.

Drew Erickson began to understand his work as a sort of dry ache and hunger and need. Things built in his head.

One noon, Susie and little Drew giggled and played with the scythe while their father lunched in the kitchen. He heard them. He came out and took it away from them. He didn’t yell at them. He just looked very concerned and locked the scythe up after that, when it wasn’t being used.

He never missed a day, scything.

Up. Down. Up, down, and across. Back and up and down and across. Cutting. Up. Down.

Up.

Think about the old man and the wheat in his hands when he died.

Down.

Think about this dead land, with wheat living on it.

Up.

Think about the crazy patterns of ripe and green wheat, the way it grows!

Down.

Think about …

The wheat whirled in a full yellow tide at his ankles. The sky blackened. Drew Erickson dropped the scythe and bent over to hold his stomach, his eyes running blindly. The world reeled.

“I’ve killed somebody!” he gasped, choking, holding to his chest, falling to his knees beside the blade. “I’ve killed a lot—”

The sky revolved like a blue merry-go-round at the county fair in Kansas. But no music. Only a ringing in his ears.

Molly was sitting at the blue kitchen table peeling potatoes when he blundered into the kitchen, dragging the scythe behind him.

“Molly!”

She swam around in the wet of his eyes.

She sat there, her hands fallen open, waiting for him to finally get it out.

“Get the things packed!” he said, looking at the floor.

“Why?”

“We’re leaving,” he said, dully.

“We’re leaving?” she said.

“That old man. You know what he did here? It’s the wheat, Molly, and this scythe. Every time you use the scythe on the wheat a thousand people die. You cut across them and—”

Molly got up and put the knife down and the potatoes to one side and said, understandingly, “We traveled a lot and haven’t eaten good until the last month here, and you been workin’ every day and you’re tired—”

“I hear voices, sad voices, out there. In the wheat,” he said. “Tellin’ me to stop. Tellin’ me not to kill them!”

“Drew!”

He didn’t hear her. “The field grows crooked, wild, like a crazy thing. I didn’t tell you. But it’s wrong.”

She stared at him. His eyes were blue glass, nothing else.

“You think I’m crazy,” he said, “but wait ‘til I tell you. Oh, God, Molly, help me; I just killed my mother!”

“Stop it!” she said firmly.

“I cut down one stalk of wheat and I killed her. I felt her dyin’, that’s how I found out just now—”

“Drew!” Her voice was like a crack across the face, angry and afraid now. “Shut up!”

He mumbled. “Oh—Molly—”

The scythe dropped from his hands, clamored on the floor. She picked it up with a snap of anger and set it in one corner. “Ten years I been with you,” she said. “Sometimes we had nothin’ but dust and prayers in our mouths. Now, all this good luck sudden, and you can’t bear up under it!”

She brought the Bible from the living room.

She rustled its pages over. They sounded like the wheat rustling in a small, slow wind. “You sit down and listen,” she said.

A sound came in from the sunshine. The kids, laughing in the shade of the large live oak beside the house.

She read from the Bible, looking up now and again to see what was happening to Drew’s face.

She read from the Bible each day after that. The following Wednesday, a week later, when Drew walked down to the distant town to see if there was any General Delivery mail, there was a letter.

He came home looking two hundred years old.

He held the letter out to Molly and told her what it said in a cold, uneven voice.

“Mother passed away—one o’clock Tuesday afternoon—her heart—”

 

All that Drew Erickson had to say was, “Get the kids in the _____ car, load it up with food. We’re goin’ on to California.”

“Drew—” said his wife, holding the letter.

“You know yourself,” he said, “this is poor grain land. Yet look how ripe it grows. I ain’t told you all the things. It ripens in patches, a little each day. It ain’t right. And when I cut it, it rots! And next mornin’ it comes up without any help, growin’ again! Last Tuesday, a week ago, when I cut the grain it was like rippin’ my own flesh. I heard somebody scream. It sounded just like—And now, today, this letter.”

She said, “We’re stayin’ here.”

“Molly.”

“We’re stayin’ here, where we’re sure of eatin’ and sleepin’ and livin’ decent and livin’ long. I’m not starvin’ my children down again, ever!”

The sky was blue through the windows. The sun slanted in, touching half of Molly’s calm face, shining one eye bright blue. Four or five water drops hung and fell from the kitchen faucet slowly, shining, before Drew sighed. The sigh was husky and resigned and tired. He nodded, looking away. “All right,” he said. “We’ll stay.”

He picked up the scythe weakly. The words on the metal leaped up with a sharp glitter.

WHO WIELDS ME—WIELDS THE WORLD!

“We’ll stay… .”

 

Next morning he walked to the old man’s grave. There was a single fresh sprout of wheat growing in the center of it. The same sprout, reborn, that the old man had held in his hands weeks before.

He talked to the old man, getting no answers.

“You worked the field all your life because you had to, and one day you came across your own life growin’ there. You knew it was yours. You cut it. And you went home, put on your grave clothes, and your heart gave out and you died. That’s how it was, wasn’t it? And you passed the land on to me, and when I die, I’m supposed to hand it over to someone else.”

Drew’s voice had awe in it. “How long a time has this been goin’ on? With nobody knowin’ about this field and its use except the man with the scythe . .

.”

 

Quite suddenly he felt very old. The valley seemed ancient, mummified, secretive, dried and bent and powerful. When the Indians danced on the prairie it had been here, this field. The same sky, the same wind, the same wheat. And, before the Indians? Some Cro-Magnon, gnarled and shag-haired, wielding a crude wooden scythe, perhaps, prowling down through the living wheat.

Drew returned to work. Up, down. Up, down. Obsessed with the idea of being the wielder of the scythe. He, himself! It burst upon him in a mad, wild surge of strength and horror.

Up! WHO WIELDS ME! Down! WIELDS THE WORLD!

He had to accept the job with some sort of philosophy. It was simply his way of getting food and housing for his family. They deserved eating and living decent, he thought, after all these years.

Up and down. Each grain a life he neatly cut into two pieces. If he planned it carefully—he looked at the wheat—why, he and Molly and the kids could live forever!

Once he found the place where the grain grew that was Molly and Susie and little Drew he would never cut it.

And then, like a signal, it came, quietly.

Right there, before him.

Another sweep of the scythe and he’d cut them away.

Molly, Drew, Susie. It was certain. Trembling, he knelt and looked at the few grains of wheat. They glowed at his touch.

He groaned with relief. What if he had cut them down, never guessing? He blew out his breath and got up and took the scythe and stood back away from the wheat and stood for a long while looking down.

Molly thought it awfully strange when he came home early and kissed her on the cheek, for no reason at all.

 

At dinner, Molly said, “You quit early today? Does—does the wheat still spoil when it falls?”

He nodded and took more meat.

She said, “You ought to write to the Agriculture people and have them come look at it.”

“No,” he said.

“I was just suggestin’,” she said.

His eyes dilated. “I got to stay here all my life. Can’t nobody else mess with that wheat; they wouldn’t know where to cut and not to cut. They might cut the wrong parts.”

“What wrong parts?”

“Nothin’,” he said, chewing slowly. “Nothin’ at all.”

He slapped his fork down, hard. “Who knows what they might want to do! Those government men! They might even—might even want to plow the whole field under!”

Molly nodded. “That’s just what it needs,” she said. “And start all over again, with new seed.”

He didn’t finish eating. “I’m not writin’ any gover’ment, and I’m not handin’ this field over to no stranger to cut, and that’s that!” he said, and the screen door banged behind him.

 

He detoured around that place where the lives of his children and his wife grew up in the sun, and used his scythe on the far end of the field where he knew he would make no mistakes.

But he no longer liked the work. At the end of an hour he knew he had brought death to three of his old, loved friends in Missouri. He read their names on the cut grain and couldn’t go on.

He locked the scythe in the cellar and put the key away. He was done with the reaping, done for good and all.

 

He smoked his pipe in the evening on the front porch, and told the kids stories to hear them laugh. But they didn’t laugh much. They seemed withdrawn, tired and funny, like they weren’t his children any more.

Molly complained of a headache, dragged around the house a little, went to bed early and fell into a deep sleep. That was funny, too. Molly always stayed up late and was full of vinegar.

The wheat field rippled with moonlight on it, making it into a sea.

It wanted cutting. Certain parts needed cutting now. Drew Erickson sat, swallowing quietly, trying not to look at it.

What’d happen to the world if he never went in the field again? What’d happen to people ripe for death, who waited the coming of the scythe?

He’d wait and see.

Molly was breathing softly when he blew out the oil lamp and got to bed. He couldn’t sleep. He heard the wind in the wheat, felt the hunger to do the work in his arms and fingers.

In the middle of the night he found himself walking in the field, the scythe in his hands. Walking like a crazy man, walking and afraid, half-awake. He didn’t remember unlocking the cellar door, getting the scythe, but here he was in the moonlight, walking in the grain.

Among these grains there were many who were old, weary, wanting so very much to sleep. The long, quiet, moonless sleep.

The scythe held him, grew into his palms, forced him to walk.

Somehow, struggling, he got free of it. He threw it down, ran off into the wheat, where he stopped and went down on his knees.

“I don’t want to kill anymore,” he said. “If I work with the scythe I’ll have to kill Molly and the kids. Don’t ask me to do that!”

The stars only sat in the sky, shining.

Behind him, he heard a dull, thumping sound.

Something shot up over the hill into the sky. It was like a living thing, with arms of red color, licking at the stars. Sparks fell into his face. The thick, hot odor of fire came with it.

The house!

Crying out, he got sluggishly, hopelessly, to his feet, looking at the big fire.

The little white house with the live oaks was roaring up in one savage bloom of fire. Heat rolled over the hill and he swam in it and went down in it, stumbling, drowning over his head.

By the time he got down the hill there was not a shingle, bolt or threshold of it that wasn’t alive with flame. It made blistering, crackling, fumbling noises.

No one screamed inside. No one ran around or shouted.

He yelled in the yard. “Molly! Susie! Drew!”

He got no answer. He ran close in until his eyebrows withered and his skin crawled hot like paper burning, crisping, curling up in tight little curls.

“Molly! Susie!”

The fire settled contentedly down to feed. Drew ran around the house a dozen times, all alone, trying to find a way in. Then he sat where the fire roasted his body and waited until all the walls had sunken down with fluttering crashes, until the last ceiling bent, blanketing the floors with molten plaster and scorched lathing. Until the flames died and smoke coughed up, and the new day came slowly; and there was nothing but embering ashes and an acid smoldering.

Disregarding the heat fanning from the leveled frames, Drew walked into the ruin. It was still too dark to see much. Red light glowed on his sweating throat. He stood like a stranger in a new and different land. Here—the kitchen. Charred tables, chairs, the iron stove, the cupboards. Here—the hall. Here the parlor and then over there was the bedroom where—

Where Molly was still alive.

She slept among fallen timbers and angry-colored pieces of wire spring and metal.

She slept as if nothing had happened. Her small white hands lay at her sides, flaked with sparks. Her calm face slept with a flaming lath across one cheek.

Drew stopped and didn’t believe it. In the ruin of her smoking bedroom she lay on a glittering bed of sparks, her skin intact, her breast rising, falling, taking air.

“Molly!”

Alive and sleeping after the fire, after the walls had roared down, after ceilings had collapsed upon her and flame had lived all about her.

His shoes smoked as he pushed through piles of fuming litter. It could have seared his feet off at the ankles, he wouldn’t have known.

“Molly…”

He bent over her. She didn’t move or hear him, and she didn’t speak. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t alive. She just lay there with the fire surrounding her and not touching her, not harming her in any way. Her cotton nightgown was streaked with ashes, but not burnt. Her brown hair was pillowed on a tumble of red-hot coals.

He touched her cheek, and it was cold, cold in the middle of hell. Tiny breaths trembled her half-smiling lips.

The children were there, too. Behind a veil of smoke he made out two smaller figures huddled in the ashes sleeping.

He carried all three of them out to the edge of the wheat field.

“Molly. Molly, wake up! Kids! Kids, wake up!”

They breathed and didn’t move and went on sleeping.

“Kids, wake up! Your mother is—”

Dead? No, not dead. But—

He shook the kids as if they were to blame. They paid no attention; they were busy with their dreams. He put them back down and stood over them, his face cut with lines.

He knew why they’d slept through the fire and continued to sleep now. He knew why Molly just lay there, never wanting to laugh again.

The power of the wheat and the scythe.

Their lives, supposed to end yesterday, May 30th, 1938, had been prolonged simply because he refused to cut the grain. They should have died in the fire. That’s the way it was meant to be. But since he had not used the scythe, nothing could hurt them. A house had flamed and fallen and still they lived, caught halfway, not dead, not alive. Simply—waiting. And all over the world thousands more just like them, victims of accidents, fires, disease, suicide, waited, slept just like Molly and her children slept. Not able to die, not able to live. All because a man was afraid of harvesting the ripe grain. All because one man thought he could stop working with a scythe and never work with that scythe again.

He looked down upon the children. The job had to be done every day and every day with never a stopping but going on, with never a pause, but always the harvesting, forever and forever and forever.

All right, he thought. All right. I’ll use the scythe.

He didn’t say good-by to his family. He turned with a slow-feeding anger and found the scythe and walked rapidly, then he began to trot, then he ran with long jolting strides into the field, raving, feeling the hunger in his arms, as the wheat whipped and flailed his legs. He pounded through it, shouting. He stopped.

“Molly!” he cried, and raised the blade and swung it down.

“Susie!” he cried. “Drew!” And swung the blade down again.

Somebody screamed. He didn’t turn to look at the fire-ruined house.

And then, sobbing wildly, he rose above the grain again and again and hewed to left and right and to left and to right and to left and to right. Over and over and over! Slicing out huge scars in green wheat and ripe wheat, with no selection and no care, cursing, over and over, swearing, laughing, the blade swinging up in the sun and falling in the sun with a singing whistle! Down!

Bombs shattered London, Moscow, Tokyo.

The blade swung insanely.

And the kilns of Belsen and Buchenwald took fire.

The blade sang, crimson wet.

And mushrooms vomited out blind suns at White Sands, Hiroshima, Bikini, and up, through, and in continental Siberian skies.

The grain wept in a green rain, falling.

Korea, Indo-China, Egypt, India trembled; Asia stirred, Africa woke in the night… .

And the blade went on rising, crashing, severing, with the fury and the rage of a man who has lost and lost so much that he no longer cares what he does to the world.

Just a few short miles off the main highway, down a rough dirt road that leads to nowhere, just a few short miles from a highway jammed with traffic bound for California.

Once in a while during the long years a jalopy gets off the main highway, pulls up steaming in front of the charred ruin of a little white house at the end of the dirt road, to ask instructions from the farmer they see just beyond, the one who works insanely, wildly, without ever stopping, night and day, in the endless fields of wheat.

But they get no help and no answer. The farmer in the field is too busy, even after all these years; too busy slashing and chopping the green wheat instead of the ripe.

And Drew Erickson moves on with his scythe, with the light of blind suns and a look of white fire in his never-sleeping eyes, on and on and on….



The Wind
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The phone rang at five-thirty that evening. It was December, and long since dark as Thompson picked up the phone.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Herb?”

“Oh, it’s you, Allin.”

“Is your wife home, Herb?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Damn it.”

Herb Thompson held the receiver quietly. “What’s up? You sound funny.”

“I wanted you to come over tonight.”

“We’re having company.”

“I wanted you to spend the night. When’s your wife going away?”

“That’s next week,” said Thompson. “She’ll be in Ohio for about nine days. Her mother’s sick. I’ll come over then.”

“I wish you could come over tonight.”

“Wish I could. Company and all, my wife’d kill me.”

“I wish you could come over.”

“What’s it? the wind again?”

“Oh, no. No.”

“Is it the wind?” asked Thompson.

The voice on the phone hesitated. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s the wind.”

“It’s a clear night, there’s not much wind.”

“There’s enough. It comes in the window and blows the curtains a little bit. Just enough to tell me.”

“Look, why don’t you come and spend the night here?” said Herb Thompson looking around the lighted halt.

“Oh, no. It’s too late for that. It might catch me on the way over. It’s a damned long distance. I wouldn’t dare, but thanks, anyway. It’s thirty miles, but thanks.”

“Take a sleeping-tablet.”

“I’ve been standing in the door for the past hour, Herb. I can see it building up in the west. There are some clouds there and I saw one of them kind of rip apart. There’s a wind coming, all right.”

“Well, you just take a nice sleeping-tablet. And call me any time you want to call. Later this evening if you want.”

“Any time?” said the voice on the phone.

“Sure.”

“I’ll do that, but I wish you could come out. Yet I wouldn’t want you hurt. You’re my best friend and I wouldn’t want that. Maybe it’s best I face this thing alone. I’m sorry I bothered you.”

“Hell, what’s a friend for? Tell you what you do, sit down and get some writing done this evening,” said Herb Thompson, shifting from one foot to the other in the hall. “You’ll forget about the Himalayas and the Valley of the Winds and this preoccupation of yours with storms and hurricanes. Get another chapter done on your next travel book.”

“I might do that. Maybe I will, I don’t know. Maybe I will. I might do that. Thanks a lot for letting me bother you.”

“Thanks, hell. Get off the line, now, you. My wife’s calling me to dinner.”

Herb Thompson hung up.

He went and sat down at the supper table and his wife sat across from him. “Was that Allin?” she asked. He nodded. “Him and his winds that blow up and winds that blow down and winds that blow hot and blow cold,” she said, handing him his plate heaped with food.

“He did have a time in the Himalayas, during the war,” said Herb Thompson.

“You don’t believe what he said about that valley, do you?”

“It makes a good story.”

“Climbing around, climbing up things. Why do men climb mountains and scare themselves?”

“It was snowing,” said Herb Thompson.

“Was it?”

“And raining and hailing and blowing all at once, in that valley. Allin’s told me a dozen times. He tells it well. He was up pretty high. Clouds, and all. The valley made a noise.”

“I bet it did,” she said.

“Like a lot of winds instead of just one. Winds from all over the world.” He took a bite. “So says Allin.”

“He shouldn’t have gone there and looked, in the first place,” she said. “You go poking around and first thing you know you get ideas. Winds start getting angry at you for intruding, and they follow you.”

“Don’t joke, he’s my best friend,” snapped Herb Thompson.

“It’s all so silly!”

“Nevertheless he’s been through a lot. That storm in Bombay, later, and the typhoon off New Guinea two months after that. And that time, in Cornwall.”

“I have no sympathy for a man who continually runs into wind storms and hurricanes, and then gets a persecution complex because of it.”

The phone rang just then.

“Don’t answer it,” she said.

“Maybe it’s important.”

“It’s only Allin, again.”

They sat there and the phone rang nine times and they didn’t answer. Finally, it quieted. They finished dinner. Out in the kitchen, the window curtains gently moved in the small breeze from a slightly opened window.

The phone rang again.

“I can’t let it ring,” he said, and answered it. “Oh, hello, Allin.”

“Herb! It’s here! It got here!”

“You’re too near the phone, back up a little.”

“I stood in the open door and waited for it. I saw it coming down the highway, shaking all the trees, one by one, until it shook the trees just outside the house and it dived down toward the door and I slammed the door in its face!”

Thompson didn’t say anything. He couldn’t think of anything to say, his wife was watching him in the hail door.

“How interesting,” he said, at last.

“It’s all around the house, Herb. I can’t get out now, I can’t do anything. But I fooled it, I let it think it had me, and just as it came down to get me I slammed and locked the door! I was ready for it, I’ve been getting ready for weeks.”

“Have you, now; tell me about it, Allin, old man.” Herb Thompson played it jovially into the phone, while his wife looked on and his neck began to sweat.

“It began six weeks ago… .”

“Oh, yes? Well, well.”

“… I thought I had it licked. I thought it had given up following and trying to get me. But it was just waiting. Six weeks ago I heard the wind laughing and whispering around the corners of my house, out here. Just for an hour or so, not very long, not very loud. Then it went away.”

Thompson nodded into the phone. “Glad to hear it, glad to hear it.” His wife stared at him.

“It came back, the next night. It slammed the shutters and kicked sparks out of the chimney. It came back five nights in a row, a little stronger each time. When I opened the front door, it came in at me and tried to pull me out, but it wasn’t strong enough. Tonight it is.”

“Glad to hear you’re feeling better,” said Thompson.

“I’m not better, what’s wrong with you? Is your wife listening to us?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, I see. I know I sound like a fool.”

“Not at all. Go on.”

Thompson’s wife went back into the kitchen. He relaxed. He sat down on a little chair near the phone. “Go on, Allin, get it out of you, you’ll sleep better.”

“It’s all around the house now, like a great big vacuum machine nuzzling at all the gables. It’s knocking the trees around.”

“That’s funny, there’s no wind here, Allin.”

“Of course not, it doesn’t care about you, only about me.”

“I guess that’s one way to explain it.”

“It’s a killer, Herb, the biggest damnedest prehistoric killer that ever hunted prey. A big sniffling hound, trying to smell me out, find me. It pushes its big cold nose up to the house, taking air, and when it finds me in the parlor it drives its pressure there, and when I’m in the kitchen it goes there. It’s trying to get in the windows, now, but I had them reinforced and I put new hinges on the doors, and bolts. It’s a strong house. They built them strong in the old days. I’ve got all the lights in the house on, now. The house is all lighted up, bright. The wind followed me from room to room, looking through all the windows, when I switched them on. Oh!”

“What’s wrong?”

“It just snatched off the front screen door!”

“I wish you’d come over here and spend the night, Allin.”

“I can’t! God, I can’t leave the house. I can’t do anything. I know this wind. Lord, it’s big and it’s clever. I tried to light a cigarette a moment ago, and a little draft sucked the match out. The wind likes to play games, it likes to taunt me, it’s taking its time with me; it’s got all night. And now! God, right now, one of my old travel books, on the library table, I wish you could see it. A little breeze from God knows what small hole in the house, the little breeze is— blowing the pages one by one. I wish you could see it. There’s my introduction. Do you remember the introduction to my book on Tibet, Herb?”

“Yes.”

“This book is dedicated to those who lost the game of elements, written by one who has seen, but who has always escaped.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“The lights have gone out!”

The phone crackled.

“The power lines just went down. Are you there, Herb?”

“I still hear you.”

“The wind doesn’t like all that light in my house, it tore the power lines down. The telephone will probably go next. Oh, it’s a real party, me and the wind, I tell you! Just a second.”

“Allin?” A silence. Herb leaned against the mouthpiece. His wife glanced in from the kitchen. Herb Thompson waited. “Allin?”

“I’m back,” said the voice on the phone. “There was a draft from the door and I shoved some wadding under it to keep it from blowing on my feet. I’m glad you didn’t come out after all, Herb, I wouldn’t want you in this mess. There! It just broke one of the living-room windows and a regular gale is in the house, knocking pictures off the wall! Do you hear it?”

Herb Thompson listened. There was a wild sirening on the phone and a whistling and banging. Allin shouted over it. “Do you hear it?”

Herb Thompson swallowed drily. “I hear it.”

“It wants me alive, Herb. It doesn’t dare knock the house down in one fell blow. That’d kill me. It wants me alive, so it can pull me apart, finger by finger. It wants what’s inside me. My mind, my brain. It wants my life-power, my psychic force, my ego. It wants intellect.”

“My wife’s calling me, Allin. I have to go wipe the dishes.”

“It’s a big cloud of vapors, winds from all over the world. The same wind that ripped the Celebes a year ago, the same pampero that killed in Argentina, the typhoon that fed on Hawaii, the hurricane that knocked the coast of Africa early this year. It’s part of all those storms I escaped. It followed me from the Himalayas because it didn’t want me to know what I know about the Valley of the Winds where it gathers and plans its destruction. Something, a long time ago, gave it a start in the direction of life. I know its feeding grounds, I know where it is born and where parts of it expire. For that reason, it hates me; and my books that tell how to defeat it. It doesn’t want me preaching any more. It wants to incorporate me into its huge body, to give it knowledge. It wants me on its own side!”

“I have to hang up, Allin, my wife—”

“What?” A pause, the blowing of the wind in the phone, distantly. “What did you say?”

“Call me back in an hour, Allin.”

He hung up.

He went out to wipe the dishes. His wife looked at him and he looked at the dishes, rubbing them with a towel.

“What’s it like out tonight?” he said.

“Nice. Not very chilly. Stars,” she said. “Why?”

“Nothing.”

The phone rang three times in the next hour. At eight o’clock the company arrived, Stoddard and his wife. They sat around until eight-thirty talking and then got out and set up the card table and began to play Gin.

Herb Thompson shuffled the cards over and over, with a clittering, shuttering effect and clapped them out, one at a time before the three other players. Talk went back and forth. He lit a cigar and made it into a fine gray ash at the tip, and adjusted his cards in his hand and on occasion lifted his head and listened. There was no sound outside the house. His wife saw him do this, and he cut it out immediately, and discarded a Jack of Clubs.

He puffed slowly on his cigar and they all talked quietly with occasional small eruptions of laughter, and the clock in the hall sweetly chimed nine o’clock.

“Here we all are,” said Herb Thompson, taking his cigar out and looking at it reflectively. “And life is sure funny.”

“Eh?” said Mr. Stoddard.

“Nothing, except her? we are, living our lives, and some place else on earth a billion other people live their lives.”

“That’s a rather obvious statement.”

“Life,” he put his cigar back in his lips, “is a lonely thing. Even with married people. Sometimes when you’re in a person’s arms you feel a million miles away from them.”

“I like that,” said his wife.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” he explained, not with haste; because he felt no guilt, he took his time. “I mean we all believe what we believe and live our own little lives while other people live entirely different ones. I mean, we sit here in this room while a thousand people are dying. Some of cancer, some of pneumonia, some of tuberculosis. I imagine someone in the United States is dying right now in a wrecked car.”

“This isn’t very stimulating conversation,” said his wife.

“I mean to say, we all live and don’t think about how other people think or live their lives or die. We wait until death comes to us. What I mean is here we sit, on our self-assured butt-bones, while, thirty miles away, in a big old house, completely surrounded by night and God-knows-what, one of the finest guys who ever lived is—”

“Herb!”

He puffed and chewed on his cigar and stared blindly at his cards. “Sorry.” He blinked rapidly and bit his cigar. “Is it my turn?”

“It’s your turn.”

The playing went around the table, with a flittering of cards, murmurs, conversation. Herb Thompson sank lower into his chair and began to look ill.

The phone rang. Thompson jumped and ran to it and jerked it off the hook.

“Herb! I’ve been calling and calling. What’s it like at your house, Herb?”

“What do you mean, what’s it like?”

“Has the company come?”

“Hell, yes, it has—”

“Are you talking and laughing and playing cards?”

“Christ, yes, but what has that got to do with—”

“Are you smoking your ten-cent cigar?”

“God damn it, yes, but…”

“Swell,” said the voice on the phone. “That sure is swell. I wish I could be there. I wish I didn’t know the things I know. I wish lots of things.”

“Are you all right?”

“So far, so good. I’m locked in the kitchen now. Part of the front wall of the house blew in. But I planned my retreat: When the kitchen door gives, I’m heading for the cellar. If I’m lucky I may hold out there until morning. It’ll have to tear the whole damned house down to get to me, and the cellar floor is pretty solid. I have a shovel and I may dig—deeper… .”

It sounded like a lot of other voices on the phone.

“What’s that?” Herb Thompson demanded, cold, shivering.

“That?” asked the voice on the phone. “Those are the voices of twelve thousand killed in a typhoon, seven thousand killed by a hurricane, three thousand buried by a cyclone. Am I boring you? That’s what the wind is. It’s a lot of people dead. The wind killed them, took their minds to give itself intelligence. It took all their voices and made them into one voice. All those millions of people killed in the past ten thousand years, tortured and run from continent to continent on the backs and in the bellies of monsoons and whirlwinds. Oh, Christ, what a poem you could write about it!”

The phone echoed and rang with voices and shouts and whinings.

“Come on back, Herb,” called his wife from the card table.

“That’s how the wind gets more intelligent each year, it adds to itself, body by body, life by life, death by death.”

“We’re waiting for you, Herb,” called his wife.

“Damn it!” He turned, almost snarling. “Wait just a moment, won’t you!” Back to the phone. “Allin, if you want me to come out there now, I will! I should have come earlier…”

“Wouldn’t think of it. This is a grudge fight, wouldn’t do to have you in it now. I’d better hang up. The kitchen door looks bad; I’ll have to get in the cellar.”

“Call me back, later?”

“Maybe, if I’m lucky. I don’t think I’ll make it. I slipped away and escaped so many times, but I think it has me now. I hope I haven’t bothered you too much, Herb.”

“You haven’t bothered anyone, damn it. Call me back.”

“I’ll try… .”

Herb Thompson went back to the card game. His wife glared at him. “How’s Allin, your friend?” she asked, “Is he sober?”

“He’s never taken a drink in his life,” said Thompson, sullenly, sitting down. “I should have gone out there hours ago.”

“But he’s called every night for six weeks and you’ve been out there at least ten nights to stay with him and nothing was wrong.”

“He needs help. He might hurt himself.”

“You were just out there, two nights ago, you can’t always be running after him.”

“First thing in the morning I’ll move him into a sanatorium. Didn’t want to. He seems so reasonable otherwise.”

At ten-thirty coffee was served. Herb Thompson drank his slowly, looking at the phone. I wonder if he’s in the cellar now, he thought.

Herb Thompson walked to the phone, called long-distance, gave the number.

“I’m sorry,” said the operator. “The lines are down in that district. When the lines are repaired, we will put your call through.”

“Then the telephone lines are down!” cried Thompson. He let the phone drop. Turning, he slammed open the closet door, pulled out his coat. “Oh Lord,” he said. “Oh, Lord, Lord,” he said, to his amazed guests and his wife with the coffee urn in her hand. “Herb!” she cried. “I’ve got to get out there!” he said, slipping into his coat.

There was a soft, faint stirring at the door.

Everybody in the room tensed and straightened up.

“Who could that be?” asked his wife.

The soft stirring was repeated, very quietly.

Thompson hurried down the hall where he stopped, alert.

Outside, faintly, he heard laughter.

“I’ll be damned,” said Thompson. He put his hand on the doorknob, pleasantly shocked and relieved. “I’d know that laugh anywhere. It’s Allin. He came on over in his car, after all. Couldn’t wait until morning to tell me his confounded stories.” Thompson smiled weakly. “Probably brought some friends with him. Sounds like a lot of other…”

He opened the front door.

The porch was empty.

Thompson showed no surprise; his face grew amused and sly. He laughed. “Allin? None of your tricks now! Come on.” He switched on the porch-light and peered out and around. “Where are you, Allin? Come on, now.”

A breeze blew into his face.

Thompson waited a moment, suddenly chilled to his marrow. He stepped out on the porch and looked uneasily, and very carefully, about.

A sudden wind caught and whipped his coat flaps, disheveled his hair. He thought he heard laughter again. The wind rounded the house and was a pressure everywhere at once, and then, storming for a full minute, passed on.

The wind died down, sad, mourning in the high trees, passing away; going back out to the sea, to the Celebes, to the Ivory Coast, to Sumatra and Cape Horn, to Cornwall and the Philippines. Fading, fading, fading.

Thompson stood there, cold. He went in and closed the door and leaned against it, and didn’t move, eyes closed.

“What’s wrong …?” asked his wife.
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It was one of those things they keep in a jar in the tent of a sideshow on the outskirts of a little, drowsy town. One of those pale things drifting in alcohol plasma, forever dreaming and circling, with its peeled, dead eyes staring out at you and never seeing you. It went with the noiselessness of late night, and only the crickets chirping, the frogs sobbing off in the moist swampland. One of those things in a big jar that makes your stomach jump as it does when you see a preserved arm in a laboratory vat.

Charlie stared back at it for a long time.

A long time, his big, raw hands, hairy on the roofs of them, clenching the rope that kept back curious people. He had paid his dime and now he stared.

It was getting late. The merry-go-round drowsed down to a lazy mechanical tinkle. Tent-peggers back of a canvas smoked and cursed over a poker game. Lights switched out, putting a summer gloom over the carnival. People streamed homeward in cliques and queues. Somewhere, a radio flared up, then cut, leaving Louisiana sky wide and silent with stars.

There was nothing in the world for Charlie but that pale thing sealed in its universe of serum. Charlie’s loose mouth hung open in a pink weal, teeth showing; his eyes were puzzled, admiring, wondering.

Someone walked in the shadows behind him, small beside Charlie’s gaunt tallness. “Oh,” said the shadow, coming into the light-bulb glare. “You still here, bud?”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, like a man in his sleep.

The carny-boss appreciated Charlie’s curiosity. He nodded at his old acquaintance in the jar. “Everybody likes it; in a peculiar kinda way, I mean.”

Charlie rubbed his long jaw-bone. “You—uh—ever consider selling it?”

The carny-boss’s eyes dilated, then closed. He snorted. “Naw. It brings customers. They like seeing stuff like that. Sure.”

Charlie made a disappointed, “Oh.”

“Well,” considered the carny-boss, “if a guy had money, maybe—”

“How much money?”

“If a guy had—” the carny-boss estimated, counting fingers, watching Charlie as he tacked it out one finger after another. “If a guy had three, four, say, maybe seven or eight—”

Charlie nodded with each motion, expectantly. Seeing this, the carny-boss raised his total, “—maybe ten dollars or maybe fifteen—”

Charlie scowled, worried. The carny_boss retreated. “Say a guy has twelve dollars—” Charlie grinned. “Why he could buy that thing in that jar,” concluded the carny-boss.

“Funny thing,” said Charlie, “I got just twelve bucks in my denims. And I been reckoning how looked-up-to I’d be back down at Wilder’s Hollow if I brung home something like this to set on my shelf over the table. The folks would sure look up to me then, I bet.”

“Well, now, listen here—” said the carny-boss.

The sale was completed with the jar put on the back seat of Charlie’s wagon. The horse skittered his hoofs when he saw the jar, and whinnied.

The carny-boss glanced up with an expression of, almost, relief. “I was tired of seeing that damn thing around, anyway. Don’t thank me. Lately I been thinking things about it, funny things—but, hell, I’m a big-mouthed so-and-so. S’long, farmer!”

Charlie drove off. The naked blue light bulbs withdrew like dying stars, the open, dark country night of Louisiana swept in around wagon and horse. There was just Charlie, the horse timing his gray hoofs, and the crickets.

And the jar behind the high seat.

It sloshed back and forth, back and forth. Sloshed wet. And the cold gray thing drowsily slumped against the glass, looking out, looking out, but seeing nothing, nothing.

Charlie leaned back to pet the lid. Smelling of strange liquor his hand returned, changed and cold and trembling, excited. Yes, sir! he thought to himself, Yes, sir!

Slosh, slosh, slosh…

 

In the Hollow, numerous grass-green and blood-red lanterns tossed dusty light over men huddled, murmuring, spitting, sitting on General Store property.

They knew the creak-bumble of Charlie’s wagon and did not shift their raw, drab-haired skulls as he rocked to a halt. Their cigars were glowworms, their voices were frog mutterings on summer nights.

Charlie leaned down eagerly. “Hi, Clem! Hi, Milt!”

“Lo, Charlie. Lo, Charlie,” they murmured. The political conflict continued. Charlie cut it down the seam:

“I got somethin’ here. I got somethin’ you might wanna see!”

Tom Carmody’s eyes glinted, green in the lamplight, from the General Store porch. It seemed to Charlie that Tom Carmody was forever installed under porches in shadow, or under trees in shadow, or if in a room, then in the farthest niche shining his eyes out at you from the dark. You never knew what his face was doing, and his eyes were always funning you. And every time they looked at you they laughed a different way.

“You ain’t got nothin’ we wants to see, baby-doll.”

Charlie made a fist and looked at it. “Somethin’ in a jar,” he went on. “Looks kine a like a brain, kine a like a pickled jellyfish, kine a like—well, come see yourself!”

Someone snicked a cigar into a fall of pink ash and ambled over to look. Charlie grandly elevated the jar lid, and in the uncertain lantern light the man’s face changed. “Hey, now, what in hell is this—?”

It was the first thaw of the evening. Others shifted lazily upright, leaned forward; gravity pulled them into walking. They made no effort, except to put one shoe before the other to keep from collapsing upon their unusual faces. They circled the jar and contents. And Charlie, for the first time in his life, seized on some hidden strategy and crashed the glass lid shut.

“You want to see more, drop aroun’ my house! It’ll be there,” he declared, generously.

Tom Carmody spat from out his porch eyrie. “Ha!”

“Lemme see that again!” cried Gramps Medknowe. “Is it a octopus?”

Charlie flapped the reins; the horse stumbled into action.

“Come on aroun’! You’re welcome!”

“What’ll your wife say?”

“She’ll kick the tar off’n our heels!”

But Charlie and wagon were gone over the hill. The men stood, all of them, chewing their tongues, squinting up the road in the dark. Tom Carmody swore softly from the porch… .

 

Charlie climbed the steps of his shack and carried the jar to its throne in the living room, thinking that from now on this lean-to would be a palace, with an “emperor”—that was the word! “emperor”—all cold and white and quiet drifting in his private pool, raised, elevated upon a shelf over a ramshackle table.

The jar, as he watched, burnt off the cold mist that hung over this place on the rim of the swamp.

“What you got there?”

Thedy’s thin soprano turned him from his awe. She stood in the bedroom door glaring out, her thin body clothed in faded blue gingham, her hair drawn to a drab knot behind red ears. Her eyes were faded like the gingham. “Well,” she repeated. “What is it?”

“What’s it look like to you, Thedy?”

She took a thin step forward, making a slow, indolent pendulum of hips, her eyes intent upon the jar, her lips drawn back to show feline milk teeth.

The dead pale thing hung in its serum.

Thedy snapped a dull-blue glance at Charlie, then back to the jar, once more at Charlie, once more to the jar, then she whirled quickly.

“It—it looks—looks just like you, Charlie!” she cried.

The bedroom door slammed.

The reverberation did not disturb the jar’s contents. But Charlie stood there, longing after his wife, heart pounding frantically. Much later, when his heart slowed, he talked to the thing in the jar.

“I work the bottom land to the butt-bone every year, and she grabs the money and runs off down home visitin’ her folks nine weeks at a stretch. I can’t keep hold of her. Her and the men from the store, they make fun of me. I can’t help it if I don’t know a way to hold onto her! Damn, but I try!”

Philosophically, the contents of the jar gave no advice.

“Charlie?”

Someone stood in the front-yard door.

Charlie turned, startled, then broke out a grin.

It was some of the men from the General Store.

“Uh—Charlie–we—we thought—well—we came up to have a look at that—stuff—you got in that there jar—”

 

July passed warm and it was August.

For the first time in years, Charlie was happy as tall corn growing after a drought. It was gratifying of an evening to hear boots shushing through the tall grass, the sound of men spitting into the ditch prior to setting foot on the porch, the sound of heavy bodies creaking the boards, and the groan of the house as yet another shoulder leaned against its frame door and another voice said, as a hairy wrist wiped a mouth clean:

“Kin I come in?”

With elaborate casualness, Charlie’d invite the arrivals in. There’d be chairs, soapboxes for all, or at least carpets to squat on. And by the time crickets were itching their legs into a summertime humming and frogs were throat-swollen like ladies with goiters shouting in the great night, the room would be full to bursting with people from all the bottom lands.

At first nobody would say anything. The first half-hour of such an evening, while people came in and got settled, was spent in carefully rolling cigarettes. Putting tobacco neatly into the rut of brown paper, loading it, tamping it, as they loaded and tamped and rolled their thoughts and fears and amazement for the evening. It gave them time to think. You could see their brains working behind their eyes as they fingered the cigarettes into smoking order.

It was kind of a rude church gathering. They sat, squatted, leaned on plaster walls, and one by one, with reverent awe, they stared at the jar upon its shelf.

They wouldn’t stare sudden-like. No, they kind of did it slow, casual, as if they were glancing around the room—letting their eyes fumble over just any old object that happened into their consciousness.

And—just by accident, of course—the focus of their wandering eyes would occur always at the same place. After a while all eyes in the room would be fastened to it, like pins stuck in some incredible pincushion. And the only sound would be someone sucking a corncob. Or the children’s barefooted scurry on the porch planks outside. Maybe some woman’s voice would come, “You kids git away, now! Git!” And with a giggle like soft, quick water, the bare feet would rush off to scare the bullfrogs.

Charlie would be up front, naturally, on his rocking chair, a plaid pillow under his lean rump, rocking slow, enjoying the fame and looked-up-to-ness that came with keeping the jar.

Thedy, she’d be seen way back of the room with the womenfolk in a bunch, all gray and quiet, abiding their men.

Thedy looked like she was ripe for jealous screaming. But she said nothing, just watched men tromp into her living room and sit at the feet of Charlie, staring at this here Holy Grail-like thing, and her lips were set cold and hard and she spoke not a civil word to anybody.

After a period of proper silence, someone, maybe old Gramps Medknowe from Crick Road, would clear the phlegm from a deep cave somewhere inside himself, lean forward, blinking, wet his lips, maybe, and there’d be a curious tremble in his calloused fingers.

This would cue everyone to get ready for the talking to come. Ears were primed. People settled like sows in the warm mud after a rain.

Gramps looked a long while, measured his lips with a lizard tongue, then settled back and said, like always, in a high, thin oldman’s tenor:

“Wonder what it is? Wonder if it’s a he or a she or just a plain old it? Sometimes I wake up nights, twist on my corn-matting, think about that jar settin’ here in the long dark. Think about it hangin’ in liquid, peaceful and pale like an animal oyster. Sometimes I wake Maw and we both think on it…

.”

 

While talking, Gramps moved his fingers in a quavering pantomime. Everybody watched his thick thumb weave, and the other heavy-nailed fingers undulate.

“… we both lay there, thinkin’. And we shivers. Maybe a hot night, trees sweatin’, mosquitoes too hot to fly, but we shivers jest the same, and turn over, trying to sleep… .”

Gramps lapsed back into silence, as if his speech was enough from him, let some other voice talk the wonder, awe, and strangeness.

Juke Marmer, from Willow Sump, wiped sweat off his palms on the round of his knees and softly said:

“I remember when I was a runnel-nosed kid. We had a cat who was all the time makin’ kittens. Lordamighty, she’d a litter any time she jumped around and skipped a fence—” Juke spoke in a kind of holy softness, benevolent. “Well, we give the kittens away, but when this one particular litter busted out, everybody within walkin’ distance had one-two our cats by gift, already.

“So Ma busied on the back porch with a big two-gallon glass jar, fillin’ it to the top with water. Ma said, ‘Juke, you drown them kittens!’ I ‘member I stood there; the kittens mewed, runnin’ ‘round, blind, small, helpless, and funny_just beginnin’ to get their eyes open. I looked at Ma, I said, ‘Not me, Ma! You do it!’ But Ma turned pale and said it had to be done and I was the only one handy. And she went off to stir gravy and fix chicken. I—I picked up one—kitten. I held it. It was warm. It made a mewin’ sound, I felt like runnin’ away, not ever comin’ back.”

Juke nodded his head now, eyes bright, young, seeing into the past, making it new, shaping it with words, smoothing it with his tongue.

“I dropped the kitten in the water. The kitten closed his eyes, opened his mouth, tryin’ for air. I ‘member how the little white fangs showed, the pink tongue came out, and bubbles with it, in a line to the top of the water!

“I know to this day the way that kitten floated after it was all over, driftin’ aroun’, slow and not worryin’, lookin’ out at me, not condemnin’ me for what I done. But not likin’ me, neither. Ahhhh… .”

Hearts jumped quick. Eyes swiveled from Juke to the shelved jar, back down, up again apprehensively.

A pause.

Jahdoo, the black man from Heron Swamp, tossed his ivory eyeballs, like a dusky juggler, in his head. His dark knuckles knotted and flexed—grasshoppers alive.

“You know what that is? You know, you know? I tells you. That be the center of Life, sure ‘nuff! Lord believe me, it so!”

Swaying in a tree-like rhythm, Jahdoo was blown by a swamp wind no one could see, hear or feel, save himself. His eyeballs went around again, as if cut free to wander. His voice needled a dark thread pattern, picking up each person by the lobes of their ears and sewing them into one unbreathing design:

“From that, lyin’ back in the Middibamboo Sump, all sort o’ thing crawl. It put out hand, it put out feet, it put out tongue an’ horn an’ it grow. Little bitty amoeba, perhap. Then a frog with a bulgethroat fit ta bust! Yah!” He cracked knuckles. “It slobber on up to its gummy joints and it—it AM HUMAN! That am the center of creation! That am Middibamboo Mama, from which we all come ten thousand year ago. Believe it!”

“Ten thousand year ago!” whispered Granny Carnation.

“It am old! Looky it! It donn worra no more. It know betta. It hang like pork chop in fryin’ fat. It got eye to see with, but it donn blink ‘em, they donn look fretted, does they? No, man! It know betta. It know that we done come from it, and we is goin’ back to it.”

“What color eyes it got?”

“Gray.”

“Naw, green!”

“What color hair? Brown?”

“Black!”

“Red!”

“No, gray!”

Then Charlie would give his drawling opinion. Some nights he’d say the same thing, some nights not. It didn’t matter. When you said the same thing night after night in the deep summer, it always sounded different. The crickets changed it. The frogs changed it. The thing in the jar changed it. Charlie said:

“What if an old man went back into the swamp, or maybe a young kid, and wandered aroun’ for years and years lost in all that drippin’, on the trails and gullies, in them old wet ravines in the nights, skin a turnin’ pale, and makin’ cold and shrivelin’ up. Bein’ away from the sun he’d keep witherin’ away up and up and finally sink into a muck-hole and lay in a kind of—scum—like the maggot ‘skeeters sleepin’ in sump-water. Why, why—for all we can tell, this might be someone we know! Someone we passed words with once on a time. For all we know—”

A hissing from among the womenfolk back in the shadow. One woman standing, eyes shining black, fumbled for words. Her name was Mrs. Tridden, and she murmured:

“Lots of little kids run stark naked to the swamp ever’ year. They runs around and never comes back. I almost got lost maseif. I—I lost my little boy, Foley, that way. You—you DON’T SUPPOSE! ! !”

Breath was snatched through nostrils, constricted, tightened. Mouths turned down at corners, bent by hard, clinching muscle. Heads turned on celery-stalk necks, and eyes read her horror and hope. It was in Mrs. Tridden’s body, wire-taut, holding to the wall back of her with straight fingers stiff.

“My baby,” she whispered. She breathed it out. “My baby. My Foley. Foley! Foley, is that you? Foley! Foley, tell me, baby, is that YOU!”

Everybody held their breath, turning to see the jar.

 

The thing in the jar said nothing. It just stared blind-white out upon the multitude. And deep in rawboned bodies a secret fear juice ran like a spring thaw, and their resolute calmness and belief and easy humbleness was gnawed and eaten by that juice and melted away in a torrent! Someone screamed.

“It moved!”

“No, no, it didn’ move. Just your eyes playin’ tricks!”

“Hones’ ta God!” cried Juke. “I saw it shift slow like a dead kitten!”

“Hush up, now. It’s been dead a long, long time. Maybe since before you was born!”

“He made a sign!” screamed Mrs. Tridden. “That’s my Foley! My baby you got there! Three-year-old he was! My baby lost and gone in the swamp!”

The sobbing broke from her.

“Now, Mrs. Tridden. There now. Set yourself down, stop shakin’. Ain’t no more your child’n mine. There, there.”

One of the womenfolk held her and faded out the sobbing into jerked breathing and a fluttering of her lips in butterfly quickness as the breath stroked over them, afraid.

When all was quiet again, Granny Carnation, with a withered pink flower in her shoulder-length gray hair, sucked the pipe in her trap mouth and talked around it, shaking her head to make the hair dance in the light:

“All this talkin’ and shovin’ words. Like as not we’ll never find out, never know what it is. Like as not if we found out we wouldn’t want to know. It’s like magic tricks magicians do at shows. Once you find the fake, ain’t no more fun’n the innards of a jackbob. We come collectin’ around here every ten nights or so, talkin’, social-like, with somethin’, always somethin’, to talk about. Stands to reason if we spied out what the damn thing is there’d be nothin’ to chew about, so there!”

“Well, damn it to hell!” rumbled a bull voice. “I don’t think it’s nothin’!”

Tom Carmody.

Tom Carmody standing, as always, in shadow. Out on the porch, just his eyes staring in, his lips laughing at you dimly, mocking. His laughter got inside Charlie like a hornet sting. Thedy had put him up to it. Thedy was trying to kill Charlie’s new life, she was!

“Nothin’,” repeated Carmody, harshly, “in that jar but a hunch of old jellyfish from Sea Cove, a rottin’ and stinkin’ fit to whelp!”

“You mightn’t be jealous, Cousin Carmody?” asked Charlie, slow.

“Haw!” snorted Carmody. “I just come aroun’ ta watch you dumb fools jaw about nuthin’. You notice I never set foot inside or took part. I’m goin’ home right now. Anybody wanna come along with me?”

He got no offer of company. He laughed again, as if this were a bigger joke, how so many people could be so far gone, and Thedy was raking her palms with her fingernails away back in a corner of the room. Charlie saw her mouth twitch and was cold and could not speak.

Carmody, still laughing, rapped off the porch with his highheeled boots and the sound of crickets took him away.

Granny Carnation gummed her pipe. “Like I was sayin’ before the storm: that thing on the shelf, why couldn’t it be sort of—all things? Lots of things. All kinds of life—death—I don’t know. Mix rain and sun and muck and jelly, all that together. Grass and snakes and children and mist and all the nights and days in the dead canebrake. Why’s it have to be one thing? Maybe it’s lots.”

And the talking ran soft for another hour, and Thedy slipped away into the night on the track of Tom Carmody, and Charlie began to sweat. They were up to something, those two. They were planning something. Charlie sweated warm all the rest of the evening… .

 

The meeting broke up late, and Charlie bedded down with mixed emotions. The meeting had gone off well, but what about Thedy and Tom?

Very late, with certain star coveys shuttled down the sky marking the time as after midnight, Charlie heard the slushing of the tall grass parted by her penduluming hips. Her heels tacked soft across the porch, into the house, into the bedroom.

She lay soundlessly in bed, cat eyes staring at him. He couldn’t see them, but he could feel them staring.

“Charlie?”

He waited.

Then he said, “I’m awake.”

Then she waited.

“Charlie?”

“What?”

“Bet you don’t know where I been; bet you don’t know where I been.” It was a faint, derisive singsong in the night.

He waited.

She waited again. She couldn’t bear waiting long, though, and continued:

“I been to the carnival over in Cape City. Tom Carmody drove me. We—we talked to the carny-boss, Charlie, we did, we did, we sure did!” And she sort of giggled to herself, secretly.

Charlie was ice-cold. He stirred upright on an elbow.

She said, “We found out what it is in your jar, Charlie—” insinuatingly.

Charlie flumped over, hands to ears. “I don’t wanna hear!”

“Oh, but you gotta hear, Charlie. It’s a good joke. Oh, it’s rare, Charlie,” she hissed.

“Go away,” he said.

“Unh-unh! No, no, sir, Charlie. Why, no, Charlie—Honey. Not until I tell!”

“Git!” he said.

“Let me tell! We talked to that carny-boss, and he—he liked to die laughin’. He said he sold that jar and what was in it to some, some—hick—for twelve bucks. And it ain’t worth more’n two bucks at most!”

Laughter bloomed in the dark, right out of her mouth, an awful kind of laughter.

She finished it, quick:

“It’s just junk, Charlie! Rubber, papier-maché, silk, cotton, boric-acid! That’s all! Got a metal frame inside! That’s all it is, Charlie. That’s all!” she shrilled.

“No, no!”

He sat up swiftly, ripping sheets apart in big fingers, roaring.

“I don’t wanna hear! Don’t wanna hear!” he bellowed over and over.

She said, “Wait’ll everyone hears how fake it is! Won’t they laugh! Won’t they flap their lungs!”

He caught her wrists. “You ain’t gonna tell them?”

“Wouldn’t wan me known as a liar, would you, Charlie?”

He flung her off and away.

“Whyncha leave me alone? You dirty! Dirty jealous mean of ever’thing I do. I took shine off your nose when I brung the jar home. You didn’ sleep right ‘til you ruined things!”

She laughed. “Then I won’t tell anybody,” she said.

He stared at her. “You spoiled my fun. That’s all that counted. It don’t matter if you tell the rest. I know. And I’ll never have no more fun. You and that Tom Carmody. I wish I could stop him laughin’. He’s been laughin’ for years at me! Well, you just go tell the rest, the other people, now—might as well have your fun—!”

He strode angrily, grabbed the jar so it sloshed, and would have flung it on the floor, but he stopped trembling, and let it down softly on the spindly table. He leaned over it, sobbing. If he lost this, the world was gone. And he was losing Thedy, too. Every month that passed she danced further away, sneering at him, funning him. For too many years her hips had been the pendulum by which he reckoned the time of his living. But other men, Tom Carmody, for one, were reckoning time from the same source.

Thedy stood waiting for him to smash the jar. Instead, he petted and stroked and gradually quieted himself over it. He thought of the long, good evenings in the past month, those rich evenings of friends and talk, moving about the room. That, at least, was good, if nothing else.

He turned slowly to Thedy. She was lost forever to him.

“Thedy, you didn’t go to the carnival.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You’re lyin’,” he said, quietly.

“No, I’m not!”

“This—this jar has to have somethin’ in it. Somethin’ besides the junk you say. Too many people believe there’s somethin’ in it, Thedy. You can’t change that. The carny-boss, if you talked with him, he lied.” Charlie took a deep breath and then said, “Come here, Thedy.”

“What you want?” she asked, sullenly.

“Come over here.”

He took a step toward her. “Come here.”

“Keep away from me, Charlie.”

“Just want to show you something, Thedy.” His voice was soft, low, and insistent. “Here, kittie. Here, kittie, kittie, kittie— HERE KITTIE!”

 

It was another night, about a week later. Gramps Medknowe and Granny Carnation came, followed by young Juke and Mrs. Tridden and Jahdoo, the colored man. Followed by all the others, young and old, sweet and sour, creaking into chairs, each with his or her thought, hope, fear, and wonder in mind. Each not looking at the shrine, but saying hello softly to Charlie.

They waited for the others to gather. From the shine of their eyes one could see that each saw something different in the jar, something of the life and the pale life after life, and the life in death and the death in life, each with his story, his cue, his lines, familiar, old but new.

Charlie sat alone.

“Hello, Charlie.” Somebody peered into the empty bedroom. “Your wife gone off again to visit her folks?”

“Yeah, she run for Tennessee. Be back in a couple weeks. She’s the darndest one for runnin’. You know Thedy.”

“Great one for jumpin’ around, that woman.”

Soft voices talking, getting settled, and then, quite suddenly, walking on the dark porch and shining his eyes in at the people—Tom Carmody.

Tom Carmody standing outside the door, knees sagging and trembling, arms hanging and shaking at his side, staring into the room. Tom Carmody not daring to enter. Tom Carmody with his mouth open, but not smiling. His lips wet and slack, not smiling. His face pale as chalk, as if it had been sick for a long time.

Gramps looked up at the jar, cleared his throat and said, “Why, I never noticed so definite before. It’s got blue eyes.”

“It always had blue eyes,” said Granny Carnation.

“No,” whined Gramps. “No, it didn’t. They was brown last time we was here.” He blinked upward. “And another thing—it’s got brown hair. Didn’t have brown hair before!”

“Yes, yes, it did,” sighed Mrs. Tridden.

“No, it didn’t!”

“Yes, it did!”

Tom Carmody, shivering in the summer night, staring in at the jar. Charlie, glancing up at it, rolling a cigarette, casually, all peace and calm, very certain of his life and thoughts. Tom Carmody, alone, seeing things about the jar he never saw before. Everybody seeing what he wanted to see; all thoughts running in a fall of quick rain:

“My baby. My little baby,” thought Mrs. Tridden.

“A brain!” thought Gramps.

The colored man jigged his fingers. “Middibamboo Mama!”

A fisherman pursed his lips. “Jellyfish!”

“Kitten! Here kittie, kittie, kittie!” the thoughts drowned clawing in Juke’s eyes. “Kitten!”

“Everything and anything!” shrilled Granny’s weazened thought. “The night, the swamp, death, the pale things, the wet things from the sea!”

Silence. And then Gramps whispered, “I wonder. Wonder if it’s a he—or a she—or just a plain old it?”

Charlie glanced up, satisfied, tamping his cigarette, shaping it to his mouth. Then he looked at Tom Carmody, who would never smile again, in the door. “I reckon we’ll never know. Yeah, I reckon we won’t.” Charlie shook his head slowly and settled down with his guests, looking, looking.

It was just one of those things they keep in a jar in the tent of a sideshow on the outskirts of a little, drowsy town. One of those pale things drifting in alcohol plasma, forever dreaming and circling, with its peeled dead eyes staring out at you and never seeing you…



The Lake


1944

The wave shut me off from the world, from the birds in the sky, the children on the beach, my mother on the shore. There was a moment of green silence. Then the wave gave me back to the sky, the sand, the children yelling. I came out of the lake and the world was waiting for me, having hardly moved since I went away.

I ran up on the beach.

Mama swabbed me with a furry towel. “Stand there and dry,” she said.

I stood there, watching the sun take away the water beads on my arms. I replaced them with goose-pimples.

“My, there’s a wind,” said Mama. “Put on your sweater.”

“Wait’ll I watch my goose-bumps,” I said.

“Harold,” said Mama.

I put the sweater on and watched the waves come up and fall down on the beach. But not clumsily. On purpose, with a green sort of elegance. Even a drunken man could not collapse with such elegance as those waves.

It was September. In the last days when things are getting sad for no reason. The beach was so long and lonely with only about six people on it. The kids quit bouncing the ball because somehow the wind made them sad, too, whistling the way it did, and the kids sat down and felt autumn come along the endless shore.

All of the hot-dog stands were boarded up with strips of golden planking, sealing in all the mustard, onion, meat odors of the long, joyful summer. It was like nailing summer into a series of coffins. One by one the places slammed their covers down, padlocked their doors, and the wind came and touched the sand, blowing away all of the million footprints of July and August. It got so that now, in September, there was nothing but the mark of my rubber tennis shoes and Donald and Delaus Arnold’s feet, down by the water curve.

Sand blew up in curtains on the sidewalks, and the merry-goround was hidden with canvas, all of the horses frozen in mid-air on their brass poles, showing teeth, galloping on. With only the wind for music, slipping through canvas.

I stood there. Everyone else was in school. I was not. Tomorrow I would be on my way west across the United States on a train. Mom and I had come to the beach for one last brief moment.

There was something about the loneliness that made me want to get away by myself. “Mama, I want to run up the beach aways,” I said.

“All right, but hurry back, and don’t go near the water.”

I ran. Sand spun under me and the wind lifted me. You know how it is, running, arms out so you feel veils from your fingers, caused by wind. Like wings.

Mama withdrew into the distance, sitting. Soon she was only a brown speck and I was all alone.

Being alone is a newness to a twelve-year-old child. He is so used to people about. The only way he can be alone is in his mind. There are so many real people around, telling children what and how to do, that a boy has to run off down a beach, even if it’s only in his head, to get by himself in his own world.

So now I was really alone.

I went down to the water and let it cool up to my stomach. Always before, with the crowd, I hadn’t dared to look, to come to this spot and search around in the water and call a certain name. But now—.

Water is like a magician. Sawing you in half. It feels as if you were cut in two, part of you, the lower part, sugar, melting, dissolving away. Cool water, and once in a while a very elegantly stumbling wave that fell with a flourish of lace.

I called her name. A dozen times I called it.

“Tally! Tally! Oh, Tally!”

You really expect answers to your calling when you are young. You feel that whatever you may think can be real. And sometimes maybe that is not so wrong.

I thought of Tally, swimming out into the water last May, with her pigtails trailing, blond. She went laughing, and the sun was on her small twelve-year-old shoulders. I thought of the water settling quiet, of the life guard leaping into it, of Tally’s mother screaming, and of how Tally never came out… .

The life guard tried to persuade her to come out, but she did not. He came back with only bits of water-weed in his bigknuckled fingers, and Tally was gone. She would not sit across from me at school any longer, or chase indoor balls on the brick streets on summer nights. She had gone too far out, and the lake would not let her return.

And now in the lonely autumn when the sky was huge and the water was huge and the beach was so very long, I had come down for the last time, alone.

I called her name again and again. Tally, oh, Tally!

The wind blew so very softly over my ears, the way wind blows over the mouths of sea-shells to set them whispering. The water rose, embracing my chest, then my knees, up and down, one way and another, sucking under my heels.

“Tally! Come back, Tally!”

I was only twelve. But I know how much I loved her. It was that love that comes before all significance of body and morals. It was that love that is no more bad than wind and sea and sand lying side by side forever. It was made of all the warm long days together at the beach, and the humming quiet days of droning education at the school. All the long autumn days of the years past when I had carried her books home from school.

Tally!

I called her name for the last time. I shivered. I felt water on my face and did not know how it got there. The waves had not splashed that high.

Turning, I retreated to the sand and stood there for half an hour, hoping for one glimpse, one sign, one little bit of Tally to remember. Then, I knelt and built a sand castle, shaping it fine, building it as Tally and I had often built so many of them. But this time, I only built half of it. Then I got up.

“Tally, if you hear me, come in and build the rest.”

I walked off toward that far-away speck that was Mama. The water came in, blended the sand-castle circle by circle, mashing it down little by little into the original smoothness.

Silently, I walked along the shore.

Far away, a merry-go-round jangled, but it was only the wind.

The next day, I went away on the train.

A train has a poor memory; it soon puts all behind it. It forgets the cornlands of Illinois, the rivers of childhood, the bridges, the lakes, the valleys, the cottages, the hurts and the joys. It spreads them out behind and they drop back of a horizon.

I lengthened my bones, put flesh on them, changed my young mind for an older one, threw away clothes as they no longer fitted, shifted from grammar to high-school, to college. And then there was a young woman in Sacramento. I knew her for a time, and we were married. By the time I was twenty-two, I had almost forgotten what the East was like.

Margaret suggested that our delayed honeymoon be taken back in that direction.

Like a memory, a train works both ways. A train can bring rushing back all those things you left behind so many years before.

Lake Bluff, population io,ooo, came up over the sky. Margaret looked so handsome in her fine new clothes. She watched me as I felt my old world gather me back into its living. She held my arm as the train slid into Bluff Station and our baggage was escorted out.

So many years, and the things they do to people’s faces and bodies. When we walked through the town together I saw no one I recognized. There were faces with echoes in them. Echoes of hikes on ravine trails. Faces with small laughter in them from closed grammar schools and swinging on metal-linked swings and going up and down on teeter-totters. But I didn’t speak. I walked and looked and filled up inside with all those memories, like leaves stacked for autumn burning.

We stayed on two weeks in all, revisiting all the places together. The days were happy. I thought I loved Margaret well. At least I thought I did.

It was on one of the last days that we walked down by the shore. It was not quite as late in the year as that day so many years before, but the first evidences of desertion were coming upon the beach. People were thinning out, several of the hot-dog stands had been shuttered and nailed, and the wind, as always, waited there to sing for us.

I almost saw Mama sitting on the sand as she used to sit. I had that feeling again of wanting to be alone. But I could not force myself to speak of this to Margaret. I only held onto her and waited.

It got late in the day. Most of the children had gone home and only a few men and women remained basking in the windy sun.

The life-guard boat pulled up on the shore. The life guard stepped out of it, slowly, with something in his arms.

I froze there. I held my breath and I felt small, only twelve years old, very little, very infinitesimal and afraid. The wind howled. I could not see Margaret. I could see only the beach, the life guard slowly emerging from the boat with a gray sack in his hands, not very heavy, and his face almost as gray and lined.

“Stay here, Margaret,” I said. I don’t know why I said it.

“But, why?”

“Just stay here, that’s all—”

I walked slowly down the sand to where the life guard stood. He looked at me.

“What is it?“I asked.

The life guard kept looking at me for a long time and he couldn’t speak. He put the gray sack on the sand, and water whispered wet up around it and went back.

“What is it?” I insisted.

“Strange,” said the life guard, quietly.

I waited.

“Strange,” he said, softly. “Strangest thing I ever saw. She’s been dead a long time.”

I repeated his words.

He nodded. “Ten years, I’d say. There haven’t been any children drowned here this year. There were twelve children drowned here since 1933, but we found all of them before a few hours had passed. All except one, I remember. This body here, why it must be ten years in the water. It’s not—pleasant.”

I stared at the gray sack in his arms. “Open it,” I said. I don’t know why I said it. The wind was louder.

He fumbled with the sack.

“Hurry, man, open it!” I cried.

“I better not do that,” he said. Then perhaps he saw the way my face must have looked. “She was such a little girl—”

He opened it only part way. That was enough.

The beach was deserted. There was only the sky and the wind and the water and the autumn coming on lonely. I looked down at her there.

I said something over and over. A name. The life guard looked at me. “Where did you find her?” I asked.

“Down the beach, that way, in the shallow water. It’s a long, long time for her, isn’t it?”

I shook my head.

“Yes, it is. Oh God, yes it is.”

I thought: people grow. I have grown. But she has not changed. She is still small. She is still young. Death does not permit growth or change. She still has golden hair. She will be forever young and and I will love her forever, oh God, I will love her forever.

The life guard tied up the sack again.

Down the beach, a few moments later, I walked by myself. I stopped, and looked down at something. This is where the life guard found her, I said to myself.

There, at the water’s edge, lay a sand castle, only half-built. Just like Tally and I used to build them. She half and I half.

I looked at it. I knelt beside the sand castle and saw the small prints of feet coming in from the lake and going back out to the lake again and not returning.

Then—I knew.

“I’ll help you finish it,” I said.

I did. I built the rest of it up very slowly, then I arose and turned away and walked off, so as not to watch it crumble in the waves, as all things crumble.

I walked back up the beach to where a strange woman named Margaret was waiting for me, smiling…



There Was an Old Woman




1944
“No, there’s no lief arguin’. I got my mind fixed. Run along with your silly wicker basket. Land, where you ever get notions like that? You just skit out of here; don’t bother me, I got my tattin’ and knittin’ to do, and no never minds about tall, dark gentlemen with fangled ideas.”

The tall, dark young man stood quietly, not moving. Aunt Tildy hurried on with her talk.

“You heard what I said! If you got a mind to talk to me, well, you can talk, but meantime I hope you don’t mind if I pour myself coffee. There. If you’d been more polite, I’d offer you some, but you jump in here high and mighty and you never rapped on the door or nothin’. You think you own the place.”

Aunt Tildy fussed with her lap. “Now, you made me lose count! i’m makin’ myself a comforter. These winters get on mighty chill, and it ain’t fittin’ for a lady with bones like rice-paper to be settin’ in a drafty old house without warmin’ herself.”

The tall, dark man sat down.

“That’s an antique chair, so be gentle,” warned Aunt Tildy. “Start again, tell me things you got to tell, I’ll listen respectful. But keep your voice in your shoes and stop starin’ at me with funny lights in your eyes. Land, it gives me the collywobbles.”

The bone-porcelain, flowered clock on the mantel finished chiming three. Out in the hail, grouped around the wicker basket, four men waited, quietly, as if they were frozen.

“Now, about that wicker basket,” said Aunt Tildy. “It’s past six feet long, and by the look, it ain’t laundry. And those four men you walked in with, you don’t need them to carry that basket— why, it’s light as thistles. Eh?”

The dark young man was leaning forward on the antique chair. Something in his face suggested the basket wouldn’t be so light after a while.

“Pshaw,” Aunt Tildy mused. “Where’ve I seen a wicker like that before? Seems it was only a couple years ago. Seems to me— oh! Now I remember. It was when Mrs. Dwyer passed away next door.”

Aunt Tildy set her coffee cup down, sternly. “So that’s what you’re up to? I thought you were workin’ to sell me somethin’. You just set there until my little Emily trounces home from college this afternoon! I wrote her a note last week. Not admittin’, of course, that I wasn’t feelin’ quite ripe and pert, but sort of hintin’ I want to see her again, it’s been a good many weeks. Her livin’ in New York and all. Almost like my own daughter, Emily is.

“Now, she’ll take care of you, young man. She’ll shoo you out’n this parlor so quick it’ll—”

The dark young man looked at Aunt Tildy as if she were tired.

“No, I’m not!” she snapped.

He weaved back and forth on the chair, half-shutting his eyes, resting himself. O, wouldn’t she like to rest, too? he seemed to murmur. Rest, rest, nice rest… .”

“Great sons of Goshen on the Gilberry Dike! I got a hunderd comforters, two hundred sweaters and six hundred potholders in these fingers, no matter they’re skinny! You run off, come back when I’m done, maybe I’ll talk to you.” Aunt Tildy shifted subjects. “Let me tell you about Emily, my sweet, fair child.”

Aunt Tildy nodded thoughtfully. Emily, with hair like yellow corn tassels, just as soft and fine.

“I well remember the day her mother died, twenty years ago, leavin’ Emily to my house. That’s why I’m mad at you and your wickers and such goings-on. Who ever heard of people dyin’ for any good cause? Young man, I don’t like it. Why, I remember—”

Aunt Tildy paused; a brief pain of memory touched her heart. Twenty-five years back, her father’s voice trembled in the late afternoon:

“Tildy,” he whispered, “what you goin’ to do in life? The way you act, men don’t walk much with you. You kiss and skedaddle. Why don’t you settle down, marry, raise children?”

“Papa,” Tildy shouted back at him, “I like laughin’ and playin’ and singin’. I’m not the marryin’ kind. I can’t find a man with my philosophy, Papa.”

“What ‘philosophy’s’ that?”

“That death is ridiculous! It run off with Mama when we needed her most. You call that intelligent?”

Papa’s eyes got wet and gray and bleak. “You’re always right, Tildy. But what can we do? Death comes to everybody.”

“Fight!” she cried. “Strike it below the belt! Don’t believe in it!”

“Can’t he done,” said Papa sadly. “We all stand alone in the world.”

“There’s got to be a change sometime, Papa. I’m startin’ my own philosophy here and now! Why, it’s silly people live a couple years and are shoved like wet seeds in a hole; but nothin’ sprouts. What good do they do? Lay there a million years, helpin’ no one. Most of them fine, nice, neat people, or at least tryin’.”

But Papa wasn’t listening. He bleached out, faded away, like a photo left lying in the sun. She tried to talk him out of it, hut he passed on, anyway. She spun about and ran. She couldn’t stay on once he was cold, for his coldness denied her philosophy. She didn’t attend his burial. She didn’t do anything but set up this antique shop on the front of an old house and live alone for years, that is, until Emily came. Tildy didn’t want to take the girl in. Why? Because Emily believed in dying. But her mother was an old friend and Tildy had promised help.

“Emily,” continued Aunt Tildy, to the man in black, “was the first to live in this house with me in all the years. I never got married. I feared the idea of livin’ with a man twenty-thirty years and then have him up and die on me. It’d shake my convictions like a house of cards. I shied off from the world. I screamed at people if they so much as mentioned death.”

The young man listened patiently, politely. Then he lifted his hand. He seemed to know everything, with the dark, cold shining of his eyes, before she opened her mouth. He knew about her and World War II, when she shut off her radio forever and stopped the newspapers and beat a man’s head with an umbrella, driving him from her shop when he insisted on describing the invasion beaches and the long, slow tides of the dead drifting under the silent urgings of the moon.

Yes, the dark young man smiled from the antique rocker, he knew how Aunt Tildy had stuck to her nice old phonograph records. Harry Lauder singing “Roamin’ in the Gloamin’,” Madame Schumann-Heink and lullabies. With no interruptions, no foreign calamities, murders, poisonings, auto accidents, suicides. Music stayed the same each day, every day. So the years ran, while Aunt Tildy tried to teach Emily her philosophy. But Emily’s mind was fixed on mortality. She respected Aunt Tildy’s way of thinking, however, and never mentioned—eternity.

All this the young man knew.

Aunt Tildy sniffed. “How do you know all those things? Well, if you think you can talk me into that silly wicker basket, you’re way off the trestle. You lay hands on me, I’ll spit right in your face!”

The young man smiled. Aunt Tildy sniffed again.

“Don’t simper like a sick dog. I’m too old to be made love at. That’s all twisted dry, like an old tube of paint, and left behind in the years.”

There was a noise. The mantel clock chimed three. Aunt Tildy flashed her eyes to it. Strange. Hadn’t it chimed three o’clock just five minutes ago? She liked the bone-white clock with gold angels dangling naked about its numeraled face and its tone like cathedral bells, soft and far away.

“Are you just goin’ to sit there, young man?”

He was.

“Then, you won’t mind if I take a little cat nap. Now, don’t you stir off that chair. Don’t come creepin’ around me. Just goin’ to close my eyes for a spell. That’s right. That’s right… .”

Nice and quiet and restful time of day. Silence. Just the clock ticking away, busy as termites in wood. Just the old room smelling of polished mahogany and oiled leather in the Morris chair, and hooks sitting stiff on the shelves. So nice. Nice. .

“You aren’t gettin’ up from the chair, are you, mister? Better not. I got one eye open for you. Yes, indeed I have. Yes, I have. Oh. Ah, hmmmm.”

So feathery. So drowsy. So deep. Under water, almost. Oh, so nice.

Who’s that movin’ around in the dark with my eyes closed? Who’s that kissin’ my cheek? You, Emily? No. No. Guess it was my thoughts. Only_dreamin’. Land, yes, that’s it. Driftin’ off, off, off.

 

AH? WHAT SAY? OH!

“Wait while I put on my glasses. There!”

The clock chimed three again. Shame, old clock, now, shame. Have to have you fixed.

The young man in the dark suit stood near the door. Aunt Tildy nodded.

“You leavin’ so soon, young man? Had to give up, didn’t you? Couldn’t convince me; no, I’m mule-stubborn. Never get me free of this house, so don’t bother comin’ back to try!”

The young man bowed with slow dignity.

He had no intention of coming again, ever.

“Fine,” declared Aunt Tildy. “I always told Papa I’d win! Why, I’ll knit in this window the next thousand years. They’ll have to chew the boards down around me to get me out.”

The dark young man twinkled his eyes.

“Quit lookin’ like the cat that ate the bird,” cried Aunt Tildy. “Get that old fool wicker away!”

The four men trod heavily out the front door. Tildy studied the way they handled an empty basket, yet staggered with its weight.

“Here, now!” She rose in tremulous indignation. “Did you steal my antiques? My books? The clocks? What you got in that wicker?”

The dark young man whistled jauntily, turning his back to her, walking along behind the four staggering men. At the door he pointed to the wicker, offered its lid to Aunt Tildy. In pantomime he wondered if she would like to open it and gaze inside.

“Curious? Me? Pshaw, no. Get out!” cried Aunt Tildy.

The dark young man tapped a hat onto his head, saluted her crisply.

“Good-by!” Aunt Tildy slammed the door.

There, there. That was better. Gone. Darned fool men with their maggoty ideas. No never minds about the wicker. If they stole something, she didn’t care, long as they let her alone.

“Look.” Aunt Tildy smiled. “Here comes Emily, home from college. About time. Lovely girl. See how she walks. But, land, she looks pale and funny today, walkin’ so slow. I wonder why. Looks worried, she does. Poor girl. I’ll just fix some coffee and a tray of cakes.”

Emily tapped up the front steps. Aunt Tildy, rustling around, could hear the slow, deliberate steps. What ailed the girl? Didn’t sound like she had no more spunk than a flue-lizard. The front door swung wide. Emily stood in the hall, holding to the brass doorknob.

“Emily?” called Aunt Tildy.

Emily shuffled into the parlor, head down.

“Emily! I been waitin’ for you! There was the darndest fool men here with a wicker. Tryin’ to sell me something I didn’t want. Glad you’re home. Makes it right cozy—”

Aunt Tildy realized that for a full minute Emily had been staring.

“Emily, what’s wrong? Stop starin’. Here, I’ll bring you a cup of coffee. There! -

“Emily, why you backin’ away from me?

“Emily, stop screamin’, child. Don’t scream, Emily! Don’t! You keep screamin’ that way, you go crazy. Emily, get up off the floor, get away from that wall! Emily! Stop cringin’, child. I won’t hurt you!

“Land, if it ain’t one thing it’s another.

“Emily, what’s wrong, child …”

Emily groaned through her hands over her face.

“Child, child,” whispered Aunt Tildy. “Here, sip this water. Sip it, Emily, that’s it.”

Emily widened her eyes, saw something, then shut them, quivering, pulling into herself. “Aunt Tildy, Aunt Tildy, Aunt—”

“Stop that!” Tildy slapped her. “What ails you?”

Emily forced herself to look up again.

She thrust her fingers out. They vanished inside Aunt Tildy.

“What fool notion!” cried Tildy. “Take your hand away! Take it, I say!”

Emily dropped aside, jerked her head, the golden hair shaking into shiny temblors. “You’re not here, Aunt Tildy. I’m dreaming. You’re dead!”

“Hush, baby.”

“You can’t be here.”

“Land of Goshen, Emily—”

She took Emily’s hand. It passed clean through her. Instantly, Aunt Tildy raised straight up, stomping her foot.

“Why, why!” she cried angrily. “That—fibber! That sneakthief!” Her thin hands knotted to wiry, hard, pale fists. “That dark, dark fiend; He stole it! He toted it away, he did, oh he did, he did! Why, I—” Wrath steamed in her. Her pale blue eyes were fire. She sputtered into an indignant silence. Then she turned to Emily. “Child, get up! I need you!”

Emily lay, quivering.

“Part of me’s here!” declared Aunt Tildy. “By the Lord Harry, what’s left will have to do, for a bit. Fetch my bonnet!”

Emily confessed. “I’m scared.”

“Certainly, oh, certainly not of me?”

“Yes.”

“Why, I’m no spook! You known me most of your life! Now’s no time to snivel-sop. Fetch up on your heels or I’ll slap you crack across your nose!”

Emily rose, in sobs, stood like something cornered, trying to decide which direction to bolt in.

“Where’s your car, Emily?”

“Down at the garage—ma’am.”

“Good!” Aunt Tildy hustled her through the front door. “Now—” Her sharp eyes poked up and down the streets. “Which way’s the mortuary?”

Emily held to the step rail, fumbling down. “What’re you going to do, Aunt Tildy?”

“Do?” cried Aunt Tildy, tottering after her, jowls shaking in a thin, pale fury. “Why, get my body back, of course! Get my body back! Go on!”

 

The car roared, Emily clenched to the steering wheel, staring straight ahead at the curved, rain-wet streets. Aunt Tildy shook her parasol.

“Hurry, child, hurry, before they squirt juices in my body and dice and cube it the way them persnickety morticians have a habit of doin’. They cut and sew it so it ain’t no good to no one!”

“Oh, Auntie, Auntie, let me go, don’t make me drive! It won’t do any good, no good at all,” sighed the girl.

“Here we are.” Emily pulled to the curb, and collapsed over the wheel, but Aunt Tildy had already popped from the car and trotted with mincing skirt up the mortuary drive, around behind to where the shiny black hearse was unloading a wicker basket.

“You!” she directed her attack at one of the four men with the wicker. “Put that down!”

The four men looked up.

One said, “Step aside, lady. We’re doing our job.”

“That’s my body tucked in there!” She brandished the parasol.

“That I wouldn’t know anything about,” said a second man. “Please don’t block traffic, madam. This thing is heavy.”

“Sir!” she cried, wounded. “I’ll have you know I weigh only one hundred and ten pounds.”

He looked at her casually. “I’m not interested in your heft, lady. I’m due home for supper. My wife’ll kill me if I’m late.”

The four of them moved on, Aunt Tildy in pursuit, down a hall, into a preparations room.

A white-smocked man awaited the wicker’s arrival with a rather pleased smile on his long, eager_looking face. Aunt Tildy didn’t care for the avidity of that face, or the entire personality of the man. The basket was deposited, the four men wandered off.

The man in the white smock glanced at Auntie and said:

“Madam, this is no fit place for a gentlewoman.”

“Well,” she said, gratified, “glad you feel that way. It’s exactly what I tried to tell that dark-clothed young man!”

The mortician puzzled. “What dark-clothed young man is that?”

“The one that came puddlin’ around my house, that’s who.”

“No one of that description works for us.”

“No matter. As you just so intelligently stated, this is no place for a lady. I don’t want me here. I want me home cookin’ ham for Sunday visitors, it’s near Easter. I got Emily to feed, sweaters to knit, clocks to wind—”

“You are quite philosophical, and philanthropical, no doubt of it, madam, but I have work. A body has arrived.” This last, he said with apparent relish, and a winnowing of his knives, tubes, jars, and instruments.

Tildy bristled. “You put so much as a fingerprint on that body, and I’ll—”

He laid her aside like a little old moth. “George,” he called with a suave gentleness, “escort this lady out, please.”

Aunt Tildy glared at the approaching George.

“Show me your backside, goin’ the other way!”

George took her wrists. “This way, please.”

Tildy extricated herself. Easily. Her flesh sort of—slipped. It even amazed Tildy. Such an unexpected talent to develop at this late day.

“See?” she said, pleased with her ability. “You can’t budge me. I want my body back!”

The mortician opened the wicker lid casually. Then, in a recurrent series of scrutinies he realized the body inside was … it seemed … could it be? … maybe… yes… no… no… it just couldn’t be, but … “Ah,” he exhaled, abruptly. He turned. His eyes were wide, then they narrowed.

“Madam,” he said, cautiously. “This lady here is—a—relative— of yours?”

“A very dear relation. Be careful of her.”

“A sister, perhaps?” He grasped at a straw of dwindling logic, hopefully.

“No, you fool. Me, do you hear? Me!”

The mortician considered the idea. “No,” he said. “Things like this don’t happen.” He fumbled with his tools. “George, get help from the others. I can’t work with a crank present.”

The four men returned. Aunt Tildy crossed her arms in defiance. “Won’t budge!” she cried, as she was moved like a pawn on a chessboard, from preparations room to slumber room, to hall, to waiting chamber, to funeral parlor, where she threw herself down on a chair in the very center of the vestibule. There were pews going back into gray silence, and a smell of flowers.

“Please, ma’am,” said one of the men. “That’s where the body rests for the service tomorrow.”

“I’m sittin’ right plumb here until I get what I want.”

She sat, pale fingers fussing with the lace at her throat, jaw set, one high-buttoned shoe tapping with irritation. If a man got in whopping distance, she gave him a parasol whop. And when they touched her, now, she remembered to—slip away.

Mr. Carrington, Mortuary President, heard the disturbance in his office and came toddling down the aisle to investigate. “Here, here,” he whispered to everyone, finger to mouth. “More respect, more respect. What is this? Oh, madam, may I help you?”

She looked him up and down. “You may.”

“How may I be of service, please?”

“Go in that room back there,” directed Aunt Tildy.

“Yee—ess.”

“And tell that eager young investigator to quit fiddlin’ with my body. I’m a maiden lady. My moles, birthmarks, scars, and other bric-a-brac, including the turn of my ankle, are my own secret. I don’t want him pryin’ and probin’, cuttin’, or hurtin’ it any way.”

This was vague to Mr. Carrington, who hadn’t correlated bodies yet. He looked at her in blank helplessness.

“He’s got me in there on his table, like a pigeon ready to be drawn and stuffed!” she told him.

Mr. Carrington hustled off to check. After fifteen minutes of waiting silence and horrified arguing, comparing notes with the mortician behind closed doors, Carrington returned, three shades whiter.

Carrington dropped his glasses, picked them up. “You’re making it difficult for us.”

“I am?” raged Aunt Tildy. “Saint Vitus in the mornin’! Looky here, Mister Blood and Bones or whatever, you tell that—”

“We’re already draining the blood from the—”

“What!”

“Yes, yes, I assure you, yes. So, you just go away, now; there’s nothing to be done.” He laughed nervously. “Our mortician is also performing a brief autopsy to determine cause of death.”

Auntie jumped to her feet, burning.

“He can’t do that! Only coroners are allowed to do that!”

“Well, we sometimes allow a little—”

“March straight in and tell that Cut-‘em-up to pump all that fine New England blue blood right back into that fine-skinned body, and if he’s taken anything out, for him to attach it back in so it’ll function proper, and then turn that body, fresh as paint, into my keepin’. You hear!”

“There’s nothing I can do. Nothing.”

“Tell you what. I’m settin’ here for the next two hundred years. You listenin’? And every time any of your customers come by, I’ll spit ectoplasm right squirt up their nostrils!”

Carrington groped that thought around his weakening mind and emitted a groan. “You’d ruin our business. You wouldn’t do that.”

Auntie smiled. “Wouldn’t I?”

Carrington ran up the dark aisle. In the distance you could hear him dialing a phone over and over again. Half an hour later cars roared up in front of the mortuary. Three vice-presidents of the mortuary came down the aisle with their hysterical president.

“What seems to be the trouble?”

Auntie told them with a few well-chosen infernalities.

They held a conference, meanwhile notifying the mortician to discontinue his homework, at least until such time as an agreement was reached… . The mortician walked from his chamber and stood smiling amiably, smoking a big black cigar.

Auntie stared at the cigar.

“Where’d you put the ashes?” she cried, in horror.

The mortician only grinned imperturbably and puffed.

The conference broke up.

“Madam, in all fairness, you wouldn’t force us out on the street to continue our services, would you?”

Auntie scanned the vultures. “Oh, I wouldn’t mind at all.”

Carrington wiped sweat from his jowls. “You can have your body back.”

“Ha!” shouted Auntie. Then, with caution: “Intact?”

“Intact.”

“No formaldehyde?”

“No formaldehyde.”

“Blood in it?”

“Blood, my God, yes, blood, if only you’ll take it and go!”

A prim nod. “Fair enough. Fix ‘er up. It’s a deal.”

Carrington snapped his fingers at the mortician. “Don’t stand there, you mental incompetent. Fix it up!”

“And be careful with that cigar!” said the old woman.

 

“Easy, easy,” said Aunt Tildy. “Put the wicker on the floor where I can step in it.”

She didn’t look at the body much. Her only comment was, “Natural-lookin’.” She let herself fall back into the wicker.

A biting sensation of arctic coldness gripped her, followed by an unlikely nausea and a giddy whorling. She was two drops of matter fusing, water trying to seep into concrete. Slow to do. Hard. Like a butterfly trying to squirm back into a discarded husk of flinty chrysalis!

The vice-presidents watched Aunt Tildy with apprehension. Mr. Carrington wrung his fingers and tried to assist with boosting and pushing moves of his hands and arms. The mortician, frankly skeptical, watched with idle, amused eyes.

Seeping into cold, long granite. Seeping into a frozen and ancient statue. Squeezing all the way.

“Come alive, damn ye!” shouted Aunt Tildy to herself. “Raise up a bit.”

The body half-rose, rustling in the dry wicker.

“Fold your legs, woman!”

The body grabbled up, blindly groping.

“See!” shouted Aunt Tildy.

Light entered the webbed blind eyes.

“Feel!” urged Aunt Tildy.

The body felt the warmth of the room, the sudden reality of the preparations table on which to lean, panting.

“Move!”

The body took a creaking, slow step.

“Hear!” she snapped.

The noises of the place came into the dull ears. The harsh, expectant breath of the mortician, shaken; the whimpering Mr. Carrington; her own crackling voice.

“Walk!” she said.

The body walked.

“Think!” she said.

The old brain thought.

“Speak!” she said.

The body spoke, bowing to the morticians:

“Much obliged. Thank you.”

“Now,” she said, finally, “cry!”

And she began to cry tears of utter happiness.

 

And now, any afternoon about four, if you want to visit Aunt Tildy, you just walk around to her antique shop and rap. There’s a big, black funeral wreath on the door. Don’t mind that! Aunt Tildy left it there; that’s how her humor runs. You rap on the door. It’s double-barred and triple-locked, and when you rap her voice shrills out at you.

“Is that the man in black?”

And you laugh and say no, no, it’s only me, Aunt Tildy.

And she laughs and says, “Come on in, quick!” and she whips the door open and slams it shut behind, so no man in black can ever slip in with you. Then she sets you down and pours your coffee and shows you her latest knitted sweater. She’s not as fast as she used to be, and can’t see as good, but she gets on.

“And if you’re ‘specially good,” Aunt Tildy declares, setting her coffee cup to one side, “I’ll give you a little treat.”

“What’s that?” visitors will ask.

“This,” says Auntie, pleased with her little uniqueness, her little joke.

Then with modest moves of her fingers she will unfasten the white lace at her neck and chest and for a brief moment show what lies beneath.

The long blue scar where the autopsy was neatly sewn together.

“Not bad sewin’ for a man,” she allows. “Oh, some more coffee? There!”



Invisible Boy
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She took the great iron spoon and the mummified frog and gave it a bash and made dust of it, and talked to the dust while she ground it in her stony fists quickly. Her beady gray bird-eyes nickered at the cabin. Each time she looked, a head in the small thin window ducked as if she’d fired off a shotgun.

“Charlie!” cried Old Lady. “You come outa there! I’m fixing a lizard magic to unlock that rusty door! You come out now and I won’t make the earth shake or the trees go up in fire or the sun set at high noon!”

The only sound was the warm mountain light on the high turpentine trees, a tufted squirrel cluttering around and around on a green-furred log, the ants moving in a fine brown line at Old Lady’s bare, blue-veined feet.

“You been starving in there two days, dam you!” she panted, chiming the spoon against a flat rock, causing the plump gray miracle bag to swing at her waist. Sweating sour, she rose and marched at the cabin, bearing the pulverized flesh. “Come out, now!” She flicked a pinch of powder inside the lock. “All right, I’ll come get you!” she wheezed.

She spun the knob with one walnut-coloured hand, first one way, then the other. “0 Lord,” she intoned, “fling this door wide!”

When nothing flung, she added yet another philter and held her breath. Her long blue untidy skirt rustled as she peered - into her bag of darkness to see if she had any scaly monsters there, any charm finer than the frog she’d killed months ago for such a crisis as this.

She heard Charlie breathing against the door. His folks had pranced off into some Ozark town early this week, leaving him, and he’d run almost six miles to Old Lady for company - she was by way of being an aunt or cousin or some such, and he didn’t mind her fashions.

But then, two days ago. Old Lady, having gotten used to the boy around, decided to keep him for convenient company. She pricked her thin shoulder bone, drew out three blood pearls, spat wet over her right elbow, tromped on a crunch-cricket, and at the same instant clawed her left hand at Charlie, crying, “My son you are, you are my son, for all eternity!”

Charlie, bounding like a startled hare, had crashed off into the bush, heading for home.

But Old Lady, skittering quick as a gingham lizard, cornered him in a dead end, and Charlie holed up in this old hermit’s cabin and wouldn’t come out, no matter how she whammed door, window, or knothole with amber-coloured fist or trounced her ritual fires, explaining to him that he was certainly her son now, all right.

“Charlie, you there?’ she asked, cutting holes in the door planks with her bright little slippery eyes.

“I’m all of me here,” he replied finally, very tired.

Maybe he would fall out on the ground any moment. She wrestled the knob hopefully. Perhaps a pinch too much frog powder had grated the lock wrong. She always overdid or underdid her miracles, she mused angrily, never doing them just exact. Devil take it!

“Charlie, I only wants someone to night-prattle to, someone to warm hands with at the fire. Someone to fetch kindling for me mornings, and fight off the spunks that come creeping of early fogs! I ain’t got no fetchings on you for myself, son, just for your company.” She smacked her lips. “Tell you what, Charles, you come out and I teach you things!”

“What things?” he suspicioned.

“Teach you how to buy cheap, sell high. Catch a snow weasel, cut off its head, carry it warm in your hind pocket. There!”

“Aw,” said Charlie.

She made haste. “Teach you to make yourself shot-proof. So if anyone bangs at you with a gun, nothing happens.”

When Charlie stayed silent, she gave him the secret in a high fluttering whisper. “Dig and stitch mouse-ear roots on Friday during full moon, and wear ‘em around your neck in a white silk.”

“You’re crazy,” Charlie said.

“Teach you how to stop blood or make animals stand frozen or make blind horses see, all them things I’ll teach you! Teach you to cure a swelled-up cow and unbewitch a goat. Show you how to make yourself invisible!”

“Oh,” said Charlie.

Old Lady’s heart beat like a Salvation tambourine.

The knob turned from the other side.

“You,” said Charlie, “are funning me.”

“No, I’m not,” exclaimed Old Lady. “Oh, Charlie, why, I’ll make you like a window, see right through you. Why, child, you’ll be surprised!”

“Real invisible?”

“Real invisible!”

“You won’t fetch onto me if I walk out?”

“Won’t touch a bristle of you, son.”

“Well,” he drawled reluctantly, “all right.”

The door opened. Charlie stood in his bare feet, head down, chin against chest. “Make me invisible,” he said.

“First we got to catch us a bat,” said Old Lady. “Start lookin’!”

She gave him some jerky beef for his hunger and watched him climb a tree. He went high up and high up and it was nice seeing him there and it was nice having him here and all about after so many years alone with nothing to say good morning to but bird-droppings and silvery snail tracks.

Pretty soon a bat with a broken wing fluttered down out of the tree. Old Lady snatched it up, beating warm and shrieking between its porcelain white teeth, and Charlie dropped down after it, hand upon clenched hand, yelling.

 

That night, with the moon nibbling at the spiced pine cones. Old Lady extracted a long silver needle from under her wide blue dress. Gumming her excitement and secret anticipation, she sighted up the dead bat and held the cold needle steady-steady.

She had long ago realized that her miracles, despite all perspirations and salts and sulphurs, failed. But she had always dreamt that one day the miracles might start functioning, might spring up in crimson flowers and silver stars to prove that God had forgiven her for her pink body and her pink thoughts and her warm body and her warm thoughts as a young miss. But so far God had made no sign and said no word, but nobody knew this except Old Lady.

“Ready?” she asked Charlie, who crouched cross-kneed, wrapping his pretty legs in long goose-pimpled arms, his mouth open, making teeth. “Ready,” he whispered, shivering.

“There!” She plunged the needle deep in the bat’s right eye. “So!”

“Oh!” screamed Charlie, wadding up his face.

“Now I wrap it in gingham, and here, put it in your pocket, keep it there, bat and all. Go on!”

He pocketed the charm.

“Charlie!” she shrieked fearfully. “Charlie, where are you? I can’t see you, child!”

“Here!” He jumped so the light ran in red streaks up his body. “I’m here. Old Lady!” He stared wildly at his arms, legs, chest, and toes. “I’m here!”

Her eyes looked as if they were watching a thousand fireflies crisscrossing each other in the wild night air.

“Charlie, oh, you went fast! Quick as a hummingbird! Oh, Charlie, come back to me!”

“But I’m Acre!” he wailed.

“Where?”

“By the fire, the fire! And - and I can see myself. I’m not invisible at all!”

Old Lady rocked on her lean flanks. “Course you can see you! Every invisible person knows himself. Otherwise, how could you eat, walk, or get around places? Charlie, touch me. Touch me so I know you.”

Uneasily he put out a hand.

She pretended to jerk, startled, at his touch. “Ah!”

“You mean to say you can’t find me?” he asked. “Truly?”

“Not the least half rump of you!”

She found a tree to stare at, and stared at it with shining eyes, careful not to glance at him. “Why, I sure did a trick that time!” She sighed with wonder. “Whooeee. Quickest invisible I ever made! Charlie. Charlie, how you feel?”

“Like creek water - all stirred.”

“You’ll settle.”

Then after a pause she added, “Well, what you going to do now, Charlie, since you’re invisible?”

All sorts of things shot through his brain, she could tell. Adventures stood up and danced like hell-fire in his eyes, and his mouth, just hanging, told what it meant to be a boy who imagined himself like the mountain winds. In a cold dream he said, “I’ll run across wheat fields, climb snow mountains, steal white chickens off’n farms. I’ll kick pink pigs when they ain’t looking. I’ll pinch pretty girls’ legs when they sleep, snap their garters in schoolrooms.” Charlie looked at Old Lady, and from the shiny tips of her eyes she saw something wicked shape his face. “And other things I’ll do, I’ll do, I will,” he said.

“Don’t try nothing on me,” warned Old Lady. “I’m brittle as spring ice and I don’t take handling.” Then: “What about your folks?”

“My folks?”

“You can’t fetch yourself home looking like that. Scare the inside ribbons out of them. Your mother’d faint straight back like timber falling. Think they want you about the house to stumble over and your ma have to call you every three minutes, even though you’re in the room next her elbow?”

Charlie had not considered it. He sort of simmered down and whispered out a little “Gosh” and felt of his long bones carefully.

“You’ll be mighty lonesome. People looking through you like a water glass, people knocking you aside because they didn’t reckon you to be underfoot. And women, Charlie, women -”

He swallowed. “What about women?”

“No woman will be giving you a second stare. And no woman wants to be kissed by a boy’s mouth they can’t even find!”

Charlie dug his bare toe in the soil contemplatively. He pouted. “Well, I’ll stay invisible, anyway, for a spell. I’ll have me some fun. I’ll just be pretty careful, is all. I’ll stay out from in front of wagons and horses and Pa. Pa shoots at the nariest sound.” Charlie blinked. “Why, with me invisible, someday Pa might just up and fill me with buckshot, thinkin’ I was a hill squirrel in the dooryard. Oh…”

Old Lady nodded at a tree. “That’s likely.”

“Well,” he decided slowly, “I’ll stay invisible for tonight, and tomorrow you can fix me back all whole again, Old Lady.”

“Now if that ain’t just like a critter, always wanting to be what he can’t be,” remarked Old Lady to a beetle on a log.

“What you mean?” said Charlie.

“Why,” she explained, “it was real hard work, fixing you up. It’ll take a little time for it to wear off. Like a coat of paint wears off, boy.”

“You!” he cried. “You did this to me! Now you make me back, you make me seeable!”

“Hush,” she said. “It’ll wear off, a hand or a foot at a time.”

“How’ll it look, me around the hills with just one hand showing!”

“Like a five-winged bird hopping on the stones and bramble.”

“Or a foot showing!”

“Like a small pink rabbit jumping thicket.”

“Or my head Heating!”

“Like a hairy balloon at the carnival!”

“How long before I’m whole?” he asked.

She deliberated that it might pretty well be an entire year.

He groaned. He began to sob and bite his lips and make fists. “You magicked me, you did this, you did this thing to me. Now I won’t be able to run home!”

She winked. “But you can stay here, child, stay on with me real comfort-like, and I’ll keep you fat and saucy.”

He flung it out: “You did this on purpose! You mean old hag, you want to keep me here!”

He ran off through the shrubs on the instant.

“Charlie, come back!”

No answer but the pattern of his feet on the soft dark turf, and his wet choking cry which passed swiftly off and away.

She waited and then kindled herself a fire. “He’ll be back,” she whispered. And thinking inward on herself, she said, “And now I’ll have me my company through spring and into late summer. Then, when I’m tired of him and want a silence, I’ll send him home.”

 

Charlie returned noiselessly with the first gray of dawn, gliding over the rimed turf to where Old Lady sprawled like a bleached stick before the scattered ashes.

He sat on some creek pebbles and stared at her.

She didn’t dare look at him or beyond. He had made no sound, so how could she know he was anywhere about? She couldn’t.

He sat there, tear marks on his cheeks.

Pretending to be just waking - but she had found no sleep from one end of the night to the other - Old Lady stood up, grunting and yawning, and turned in a circle to the dawn.

“Charlie?”

Her eyes passed from pines to soil, to sky, to the far hills. She called out his name, over and over again, and she felt like staring plumb straight at him, but she stopped herself. “Charlie? Oh, Charles!” she called, and heard the echoes say the very same.

He sat, beginning to grin a bit, suddenly, knowing he was close to her, yet she must feel alone. Perhaps he felt the growing of a secret power, perhaps he felt secure from the world, certainly he was pleased with his invisibility.

She said aloud, “Now where can that boy be? If he only made a noise so I could tell just where he is, maybe I’d fry him a breakfast.”

She prepared the morning victuals, irritated at his continuous quiet. She sizzled bacon on a hickory stick. “The smell of it will draw his nose,” she muttered.

While her back was turned he swiped all the frying bacon and devoured it hastily.

She whirled, crying out, “Lord!”

She eyed the clearing suspiciously. “Charlie, that you?”

Charlie wiped his mouth clean on his wrists.

She trotted about the clearing, making like she was trying to locate him. Finally, with a clever thought, acting blind, she headed straight for him, groping. “Charlie, where are you?”

A lightning streak, he evaded her, bobbing, ducking.

It took all her will power not to give chase; but you can’t chase invisible boys, so she sat down, scowling, sputtering, and tried to fry more bacon. But every fresh strip she cut he would steal bubbling off the fire and run away far. Finally, cheeks burning, she cried, “I know where you are! Right there I hear you run!” She pointed to one side of him, not too accurate. He ran again. “Now you’re there!” she shouted. “There, and there!” pointing to all the places he was in the next five minutes. “I hear you press a grass blade, knock a flower, snap a twig. I got fine shell ears, delicate as roses. They can hear the stars moving!”

Silently he galloped off among the pines, Ms voice trailing back, “Can’t hear me when I’m set on a rock. I’ll just set!”

All day he sat on an observatory rock in the clear wind, motionless and sucking his tongue.

Old Lady gathered wood in the deep forest, feeling his eyes weaseling on her spine. She wanted to babble: “Oh, I see you, I see you! I was only fooling about invisible boys! You ‘re right there!” But she swallowed her gall and gummed it tight.

The following morning he did the spiteful thing. He began leaping from behind trees. He made toad-faces, frog-faces, spider-faces at her, clenching down his lips with his fingers, popping his raw eyes, pushing up his nostrils so you could peer in and see his brain thinking.

Once she dropped, her kindling. She pretended it was a blue jay startled her.

He made a motion as if to strangle her.

She trembled a little.

He made another move as if to bang her shins and spit on her cheek.

These motions she bore without a lid-flicker or a mouth-twitch.

He stuck out his tongue, making strange bad noises. He wiggled his loose ears so she wanted to laugh, and finally she did laugh and explained it away quickly by saying, “Sat on a salamander! Whew, how it poked!”

By high noon the whole madness boiled to a terrible peak.

For it was at that exact hour that Charlie came racing down the valley stark boy-naked!

Old Lady nearly fell flat with shock!

“Charlie!” she almost cried.

Charlie raced naked up one side of a hill and naked down the other - naked as day, naked as the moon, raw as the sun and a newborn chick, his feet shimmering and rushing like the wings of a low-skimming hummingbird.

Old Lady’s tongue locked in her mouth. What could she say? Charlie, go dress? For shame? Stop that? Could she? Oh, Charlie, Charlie, God! Could she say that now? Well?

Upon the big rock, she witnessed him dancing up and down, naked as the day of his birth, stomping bare feet, smacking his hands on his knees and sucking in and out his white stomach like blowing and deflating a circus balloon.

She shut her eyes tight and prayed.

After three hours of this she pleaded, “Charlie, Charlie, come here! I got something to tell you!”

Like a fallen leaf he came, dressed again, praise the Lord.

“Charlie,” she said, looking at the pine trees, “I see your right toe. There it is.”

“You do?” he said.

“Yes,” she said very sadly. “There it is like a horny toad on the grass. And there, up there’s your left ear hanging on the air like a pink butterfly.”

Charlie danced. “I’m forming in, I’m forming in!”

Old Lady nodded. “Here comes your ankle!”

“Gimme both my feet!” ordered Charlie.

“You got ‘em.”

“How about my hands?”

“I see one crawling on your knee like a daddy long-legs.”

“How about the other one?”

“It’s crawling too.”

“I got a body?”

“Shaping up fine.”

“I’ll need my head to go home. Old Lady.”

To go home, she thought wearily. “No!” she said, stubborn and angry. “No, you ain’t got no head. No head at all,” she cried. She’d leave that to the very last. “No head, no head,” she insisted.

“No head?” he wailed.

“Yes, oh my God, yes, yes, you got your blamed head!” she snapped, giving up. “Now fetch me back my bat with the needle in his eye!”

He flung it at her. “Haaaa-yoooo!” His yelling went all up the valley, and long after he had run toward home she heard his echoes, racing.

Then she plucked up her kindling with a great dry weariness and started back toward her shack, sighing, talking. And Charlie followed her all the way, really invisible now, so she couldn’t see him, just hear him, like a pine cone dropping or a deep underground stream trickling, or a squirrel clambering a bough; and over the fire at twilight she and Charlie sat, him so invisible, and her feeding him bacon he wouldn’t take, so she ate it herself, and then she fixed some magic and fell asleep with Charlie, made out of sticks and rags and pebbles, but still warm and her very own son, slumbering and nice in her shaking mother arms… and they talked about golden things in drowsy voices until dawn made the fire slowly, slowly wither out….
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It was past time for him to see the doctor again. Mr. Harris turned palely in at the stair well, and on his way up the flight saw Dr. Burleigh’s name gilded over a pointing arrow. Would Dr. Burleigh sigh when he walked in? After all, this would make the tenth trip so far this year. But Burleigh shouldn’t complain; he was paid for the examinations!

The nurse looked Mr. Harris over and smiled, a bit amusedly, as she tiptoed to the glazed glass door, opened it, and put her head in. Harris thought he heard her say, “Guess who’s here, Doctor.” And didn’t the doctor’s voice reply, faintly, “Oh, my God, again?” Harris swallowed uneasily.

When Harris walked in, Dr. Burleigh snorted. “Aches in your bones again! Ah! !” He scowled and adjusted his glasses. “My dear Harris, you’ve been curried with the finest-tooth combs and bacteria-brushes known to science. You’re just nervous. Let’s see your fingers. Too many cigarettes. Let’s smell your breath. Too much protein. Let’s see your eyes. Not enough sleep. My response? Go to bed, stop the protein, no smoking. Ten dollars, please.”

Harris stood sulking.

The doctor glanced up from his papers. “You still here? You’re a hypochondriac! That’s eleven dollars, now.”

“But why should my bones ache?” asked Harris.

Dr. Burleigh spoke as to a child. “You ever had a sore muscle, and kept irritating it, fussing with it, rubbing it? It gets worse, the more you bother it. Then you leave it alone and the pain vanishes. You realize you caused most of the soreness, yourself. Well, son, that’s what’s with you. Leave yourself alone. Take a dose of salts. Get out of here and take that trip to Phoenix you’ve stewed about for months. Do you good to travel!”

 

Five minutes later, Mr. Harris riffled through a classified phone directory at the corner druggist’s. A fine lot of sympathy one got from blind fools like Burleigh! He passed his finger down a list of BONE SPECIALISTS, found one named M. Munigant. Munigant lacked an M.D., or any other academic lettering behind his name, but his office was conveniently near. Three blocks down, one block over. .

. .

 

M. Munigant, like his office, was small and dark. Like his office, he smelled of iodoform, iodine, and other odd things. He was a good listener, though, and listened with eager shiny moves of his eyes, and when he talked to Harris, his accent was such that he softly whistled each word; undoubtedly because of imperfect dentures.

Harris told all.

M. Munigant nodded. He had seen cases like this before. The bones of the body. Man was not aware of his bones. Ah, yes, the bones. The skeleton. Most difficult. Something concerning an imbalance, an unsympathetic coordination between soul, flesh, and skeleton. Very complicated, softly whistled M. Munigant. Harris listened, fascinated. Now, here was a doctor who understood his illness! Psychological, said M. Munigant. He moved swiftly, delicately to a dingy wall and slashed down half a dozen X-rays to haunt the room with their look of things found floating in an ancient tide. Here, here! The skeleton surprised! Here luminous portraits of the long, the short, the large, the small bones. Mr. Harris must be aware of his position, his problem! M. Munigant’s hand tapped, rattled, whispered, scratched at faint nebulae of flesh in which hung ghosts of cranium, spinal-cord, pelvis, lime, calcium, marrow, here, there, this, that, these, those, and others! Look!

Harris shuddered. The X-rays and the paintings blew in a green and phosphorescent wind from a land peopled by the monsters of Dali and Fuseli.

M. Munigant whistled quietly. Did Mr. Harris wish his bones—treated?

“That depends,” said Harris.

Well, M. Munigant could not help Harris unless Harris was in the proper mood. Psychologically, one had to need help, or the doctor was useless. But (shrugging) M. Munigant would “try.”

Harris lay on a table with his mouth open. The lights were switched off, the shades drawn. M. Munigant approached his patient.

Something touched Harris’s tongue.

He felt his jawbones forced out. They creaked and made faint cracking noises. One of those skeleton charts on the dim wall seemed to quiver and jump. A violent shudder seized Harris. Involuntarily, his mouth snapped shut.

M. Munigant shouted. His nose had almost been bitten off! No use, no use! Now was not the time! M. Munigant whispered the shades up, dreadfully disappointed. When Mr. Harris felt he could cooperate psychologically, when Mr. Harris really needed help and trusted M. Munigant to help him, then maybe something could be done. M. Munigant held out his little hand. In the meantime, the fee was only two dollars. Mr. Harris must begin to think. Here was a sketch for Mr. Harris to take home and study. It would acquaint him with his body. He must be tremblingly aware of himself. He must be on guard. Skeletons were strange, unwieldy things. M. Munigant’s eyes glittered. Good day to Mr. Harris. Oh, and would he care for a breadstick? M. Munigant proffered a jar of long hard salty breadsticks to Harris, taking one himself, saying that chewing breadsticks kept him in—ah—practice. Good day, good day, to Mr. Harris! Mr. Harris went home.

The next day, Sunday, Mr. Harris discovered innumerable fresh aches and pains in his body. He spent the morning, his eyes fixed staring with new interest at the small, anatomically perfect painting of a skeleton M. Munigant had given him.

His wife, Clarisse, startled him at dinner when she cracked her exquisitely thin knuckles, one by one, until he clapped his hands to his ears and cried, “Stop!”

The rest of the afternoon he quarantined himself in his room. Clarisse played bridge in the parlor laughing and chatting with three other ladies while Harris, hidden away, fingered and weighed the limbs of his body with growing curiosity. After an hour he suddenly rose and called:

“Clarisse!”

She had a way of dancing into any room, her body doing all sorts of soft, agreeable things to keep her feet from ever quite touching the nap of a rug. She excused herself from her friends and came to see him now, brightly. She found him re-seated in a far corner and she saw that he was staring at the anatomical sketch. “Are you still brooding, sweet?” she asked. “Please don’t.” She sat upon his knees.

Her beauty could not distract him now in his absorption. He juggled her lightness, he touched her kneecap, suspiciously. It seemed to move under her pale, glowing skin. “Is it supposed to do that?” he asked, sucking in his breath.

“Is what supposed to do what?” she laughed. “You mean my kneecap?”

“Is it supposed to run around on top your knee that way?”

She experimented. “So it does,” she marveled.

“I’m glad yours slithers, too,” he sighed. “I was beginning to worry.”

“About what?”

He patted his ribs. “My ribs don’t go all the way down, they stop here. And I found some confounded ones that dangle in midair!”

Beneath the curve of her small breasts, Clarisse clasped her hands.

“Of course, silly, everybody’s ribs stop at a given point. And those funny short ones are floating ribs.”

“I hope they don’t float around too much.” The joke was most uneasy. Now, above all, he wished to be alone. Further discoveries, newer and stranger archaeological diggings, lay within reach of his trembling hands, and he did not wish to be laughed at.

“Thanks for coming in, dear,” he said.

“Any time.” She rubbed her small nose softly against his.

“Wait! Here, now…” He put his finger to touch his nose and hers. “Did you realize? The nose-bone grows down only this far. From there on a lot of gristly tissue fills out the rest!”

She wrinkled hers. “Of course, darling!” And she danced from the room.

Now, sitting alone, he felt the perspiration rise from the pools and hollows of his face, to flow in a thin tide down his cheeks. He licked his lips and shut his eyes. Now… now… next on the agenda, what …? The spinal cord, yes. Here. Slowly, he examined it, in the same way he operated the many push-buttons in his office, thrusting them to summon secretaries, messengers. But now, in these pushings of his spinal column, fears and terrors answered, rushed from a million doors in his mind to confront and shake him! His spine felt horribly—unfamiliar. Like the brittle shards of a fish, freshly eaten, its bones left strewn on a cold china platter. He seized the little rounded knobbins. “Lord! Lord!”

His teeth began to chatter. God All-Mighty! he thought, why haven’t I realized it all these years? All these years I’ve gone around with a—SKELETON—inside me! How is it we take ourselves for granted? How is it we never question our bodies and our being?

A skeleton. One of those jointed, snowy, hard things, one of those foul, dry, brittle, gouge-eyed, skull-faced, shake-fingered, rattling things that sway from neck-chains in abandoned webbed closets, one of those things found on the desert all long and scattered like dice!

He stood upright, because he could not bear to remain seated. Inside me now, he grasped his stomach, his head, inside my head is a—skull. One of those curved carapaces which holds my brain like an electrical jelly, one of those cracked shells with the holes in front like two holes shot through it by a double-barreled shotgun! With its grottoes and caverns of bone, its revetments and placements for my flesh, my smelling, my seeing, my hearing, my thinking! A skull, encompassing my brain, allowing it exit through its brittle windows to see the outside world!

He wanted to dash into the bridge party, upset it, a fox in a chickenyard, the cards fluttering all around like chicken feathers burst upward in clouds! He stopped himself only with a violent, trembling effort. Now, now, man, control yourself. This is a revelation, take it for what it’s worth, understand it, savor it. BUT A SKELETON! screamed his subconscious. I won’t stand for it. It’s vulgar, it’s terrible, it’s frightening. Skeletons are horrors; they clink and tinkle and rattle in old castles, hung from oaken beams, making long, indolently rustling pendulums on the wind… .

“Darling, will you come meet the ladies?” His wife’s clear, sweet voice called from far away.

Mr. Harris stood. His SKELETON held him up! This thing inside, this invader, this horror, was supporting his arms, legs, and head! It was like feeling someone just behind you who shouldn’t be there. With every step, he realized how dependent he was on this other Thing.

“Darling, I’ll be with you in a moment,” he called weakly. To himself he said, Come on, brace up! You’ve got to go back to work tomorrow. Friday you must make that trip to Phoenix. It’s a long drive. Hundreds of miles. Must be in shape for that trip or you won’t get Mr. Creldon to invest in your ceramics business. Chin up, now!

A moment later he stood among the ladies, being introduced to Mrs. Withers, Mrs. Abblematt, and Miss Kirthy, all of whom had skeletons inside them, but took it very calmly, because nature had carefully clothed the bare nudity of clavicle, tibia, and femur with breasts, thighs, calves, with coiffure and eyebrow satanic, with bee-stung lips and—LORD! shouted Mr. Harris inwardly—when they talk or eat, part of their skeleton shows—their teeth! I never thought of that. “Excuse me,” he gasped, and ran from the room only in time to drop his lunch among the petunias over the garden balustrade.

 

That night, seated on the bed as his wife undressed, he pared his toenails and fingernails scrupulously. These parts, too, were where his skeleton was shoving, indignantly growing out. He must have muttered part of this theory, because next thing he knew his wife, in negligee, was on the bed, her arms about his neck, yawning, “Oh, my darling, fingernails are not bone, they’re only hardened epidermis!”

He threw the scissors down. “Are you certain? I hope so. I’d feel better.” He looked at the curve of her body, marveling. “I hope all people are made the same way.”

“If you aren’t the darndest hypochondriac!” She held him at arm’s length. “Come on. What’s wrong? Tell mama.”

“Something inside me,” he said. “Something—I ate.”

 

The next morning and all afternoon at his downtown office, Mr. Harris sorted out the sizes, shapes, and construction of various bones in his body with displeasure. At ten A.M. he asked to feel Mr. Smith’s elbow one moment. Mr. Smith obliged, but scowled suspiciously. And after lunch Mr. Harris asked to touch Miss Laurel’s shoulder blade and she immediately pushed herself back against him, purring like a kitten and shutting her eyes.

“Miss Laurel!” he snapped. “Stop that!”

Alone, he pondered his neuroses. The war was just over, the pressure of his work, the uncertainty of the future, probably had much to do with his mental outlook. He wanted to leave the office, get into business for himself. He had more than a little talent for ceramics and sculpture. As soon as possible he’d head for Arizona, borrow that money from Mr. Creldon, build a kiln and set up shop. It was a worry. What a case he was. But luckily he had contacted M. Munigant, who seemed eager to understand and help him. He would fight it out with himself, not go back to either Munigant or Dr. Burleigh unless he was forced to. The alien feeling would pass. He sat staring into space.

 

The alien feeling did not pass. It grew.

On Tuesday and Wednesday it bothered him terrifically that his epidermis, hair and other appendages were of a high disorder, while his integumented skeleton of himself was a slick clean structure of efficient organization. Sometimes, in certain lights with his lips drawn morosely down, weighted with melancholy, he imagined he saw his skull grinning at him behind the flesh.

Let go! he cried. Let go of me! My lungs! Stop!

He gasped convulsively, as if his ribs were crushing the breath from him.

My brain—stop squeezing it!

And terrifying headaches burnt his brain to a blind cinder.

My insides, let them be, for God’s sake! Stay away from my heart!

His heart cringed from the fanning motion of ribs like pale spiders crouched and fiddling with their prey.

Drenched with sweat, he lay upon the bed one night while Clarisse was out attending a Red Cross meeting. He tried to gather his wits but only grew more aware of the conflict between his dirty exterior and this beautiful cool clean calciumed thing inside.

His complexion: wasn’t it oily and lined with worry?

Observe the flawless, snow-white perfection of the skull.

His nose: wasn’t it too large?

Then observe the tiny bones of the skull’s nose before that monstrous nasal cartilage begins forming the lopsided proboscis.

His body: wasn’t it plump?

Well, consider the skeleton; slender, svelte, economical of line and contour. Exquisitely carved oriental ivory! Perfect, thin as a white praying mantis!

His eyes: weren’t they protuberant, ordinary, numb-looking?

Be so kind as to note the eye-sockets of the skull; so deep and rounded, somber, quiet pools, all-knowing, eternal. Gaze deep and you never touch the bottom of their dark understanding. All irony, all life, all everything is there in the cupped darkness.

Compare. Compare. Compare.

He raged for hours. And the skeleton, ever the frail and solemn philosopher, hung quietly inside, saying not a word, suspended like a delicate insect within a chrysalis, waiting and waiting.

Harris sat slowly up.

“Wait a minute. Hold on!” he exclaimed. “You’re helpless, too. I’ve got you, too. I can make you do anything I want! You can’t prevent it! I say move your carpales, metacarpales, and phalanges and_sswtt_up they go, as I wave to someone!” He laughed. “I order the fibula and femur to locomote and Hunn two three four, Hunn two three four—we walk around the block. There!”

Harris grinned.

“It’s a fifty-fifty fight. Even-Stephen. And we’ll fight it out, we two! After all, I’m the part that thinks! Yes, by God! yes. Even if I didn’t have you, I could still think!”

Instantly, a tiger’s jaw snapped shut, chewing his brain in half. Harris screamed. The bones of his skull grabbed hold and gave him nightmares. Then slowly, while he shrieked, nuzzled and ate the nightmares one by one, until the last one was gone and the light went out.

 

At the end of the week he postponed the Phoenix trip because of his health. Weighing himself on a penny scale he saw the slow gliding red arrow point to:




165.
He groaned. Why, I’ve weighed 175 for years. I can’t have lost ten pounds! He examined his cheeks in the fly-dotted mirror. Cold, primitive fear rushed over him in odd little shivers. You, you! I know what you’re about, you!

He shook his fist at his bony face, particularly addressing his remarks to his superior maxillary, his inferior maxillary, to his cranium and to his cervical vertebrae.

“You damn thing, you! Think you can starve me, make me lose weight, eh? Peel the flesh off, leave nothing, but skin on bone. Trying to ditch me, so you can be supreme, ah? No, no!”

He fled into a cafeteria.

Turkey, dressing, creamed potatoes, four vegetables, three desserts, he could eat none of it, he was sick to his stomach. He forced himself. His teeth began to ache. Bad teeth, is it? he thought angrily. I’ll eat in spite of every tooth clanging and banging and rattling so they fall in my gravy.

His head blazed, his breath jerked in and out of a constricted chest, his teeth raged with pain, but he knew one small victory. He was about to drink milk when he stopped and poured it into a vase of nasturtiums. No calcium for you, my boy, no calcium for you. Never again shall I eat foods with calcium or other bonefortifying minerals. I’ll eat for one of us, not both, my lad.

“One hundred and fifty pounds,” he said, the following week to his wife. “Do you see how I’ve changed?”

“For the better,” said Clarisse. “You were always a little plump for your height, darling.” She stroked his chin. “I like your face. It’s so much nicer; the lines of it are so firm and strong now.”

“They’re not my lines, they’re his, damn him! You mean to say you like him better than you like me?”

“Him? Who’s ‘him‘?”

In the parlor mirror, beyond Clarisse, his skull smiled back at him behind his fleshy grimace of hatred and despair.

Fuming, he popped malt tablets into his mouth. This was one way of gaining weight when you couldn’t keep other foods down. Clarisse noticed the malt pellets.

“But, darling, really, you don’t have to regain the weight for me,” she said.

Oh, shut up! he felt like saying.

She made him lie with his head in her lap. “Darling,” she said, “I’ve watched you lately. You’re so—badly off. You don’t say anything, but you look—hunted. You toss in bed at night. Maybe you should go to a psychiatrist. But I think I can tell you everything he would say. I’ve put it all together from hints you’ve let escape you. I can tell you that you and your skeleton are one and the same, ‘one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.’ United you stand, divided you fall. If you two fellows can’t get along like an old married couple in the future, go back and see Dr. Burleigh. But, first, relax. You’re in a vicious circle; the rnore you worry, the more your bones stick out, the more you worry. After all, who picked this fight—you or that anonymous entity you claim is lurking around behind your alimentary canal?”

He closed his eyes. “I did. I guess I did. Go on Clarisse, keep talking.”

“You rest now,” she said softly. “Rest and forget.”

 

Mr. Harris felt buoyed up for half a day, then he began to sag. It was all very well to blame his imagination, but this particular skeleton, by God, was fighting back.

Harris set out for M. Munigant’s office late in the day. Walking for half an hour until he found the address, he caught sight of the name “M. Munigant” initialed in ancient, flaking gold on a glass plate outside the building. Then, his bones seemed to explode from their moorings, blasted and erupted with pain. Blinded, he staggered away. When he opened his eyes again he had rounded a corner. M. Munigant’s office was out of sight.

The pains ceased.

M. Munigant was the man to help him. If the sight of his name could cause so titanic a reaction of course M. Munigant must be just the man.

But, not today. Each time he tried to return to that office, the terrible pains took hold. Perspiring, he had to give up and swayed into a cocktail bar.

Moving across the dim lounge, he wondered briefly if a lot of blame couldn’t be put on M. Munigant’s shoulders. After all, it was Munigant who’d first drawn specific attention to his skeleton, and let the psychological impact of it slam home! Could M. Munigant be using him for some nefarious purpose? But what purpose? Silly to suspect him. Just a little doctor. Trying to be helpful. Munigant and his jar of breadsticks. Ridiculous. M. Munigant was okay, okay . .

.

 

There was a sight within the cocktail lounge to give him hope. A large, fat man, round as a butterball, stood drinking consecutive beers at the bar. Now there was a successful man. Harris repressed a desire to go up, clap the fat man’s shoulder, and inquire as to how he’d gone about impounding his bones. Yes, the fat man’s skeleton was luxuriously closeted. There were pillows of fat here, resilient bulges of it there, with several round chandeliers of fat under his chin. The poor skeleton was lost; it could never fight clear of that blubber. It might have tried once—but not now, overwhelmed, not a bony echo of the fat man’s supporter remained.

Not without envy, Harris approached the fat man as one might cut across the bow of an ocean liner. Harris ordered a drink, drank it, and then dared to address the fat man:

“Glands?”

“You talking to me?” asked the fat man.

“Or is there a special diet?” wondered Harris. “I beg your pardon, but, as you see, I’m down. Can’t seem to put on any weight. I’d like a stomach like that one of yours. Did you grow it because you were afraid of something?”

“You,” announced the fat man, “are drunk. But—I like drunkards.” He ordered more drinks. “Listen close, I’ll tell you. Layer by layer,” said the fat man, “twenty years, man and boy, I built this.” He held his vast stomach like a globe of the world, teaching his audience its gastronomical geography. “It was no overnight circus. The tent was not raised before dawn on the wonders installed within. I have cultivated my inner organs as if they were thoroughbred dogs, cats, and other animals. My stomach is a fat pink Persian torn slumbering, rousing at intervals to purr, mew, growl, and cry for chocolate titbits. I feed it well, it will ‘most sit up for me. And, my dear fellow, my intestines are the rarest pure_bred Indian anacondas you ever viewed in the sleekest, coiled, fine and ruddy health. Keep ‘em in prime, I do, all my pets. For fear of something? Perhaps.”

This called for another drink for everyone.

“Gain weight?” The fat man savored the words on his tongue. “Here’s what you do: get yourself a quarreling bird of a wife, a baker’s dozen of relatives who can flush a covey of troubles out from behind the veriest molehill. Add to these a sprinkling of business associates whose prime motivation is snatching your last lonely quid, and you are well on your way to getting fat. How so? In no time you’ll begin subconsciously building fat betwixt yourself and them. A buffer epidermal state, a cellular wall. You’ll soon find that eating is the only fun on earth. But one needs to be bothered by outside sources. Too many people in this world haven’t enough to worry about, then they begin picking on themselves, and they lose weight. Meet all of the vile, terrible people you can possibly meet, and pretty soon you’ll be adding the good old fat!”

And with that advice, the fat man launched himself out into the dark tide of night, swaying mightily and wheezing.

“That’s exactly what Dr. Burleigh told me, slightly changed,” said Harris thoughtfully. “Perhaps that trip to Phoenix, now, at this time—”

 

The trip from Los Angeles to Phoenix was a sweltering one, crossing, as it did, the Mojave desert on a broiling yellow day. Traffic was thin and inconstant, and for long stretches there would not be a car on the road for miles ahead or behind. Harris twitched his fingers on the steering wheel. Whether or not Creldon, in Phoenix, lent him the money he needed to start his business, it was still a good thing to get away, to put distance behind.

The car moved in the hot sluice of desert wind. The one Mr. H. sat inside the other Mr. H. Perhaps both perspired. Perhaps both were miserable.

On a curve, the inside Mr. H. suddenly constricted the outer flesh, causing him to jerk forward on the hot steering wheel.

The car plunged off the road into boiling sand and turned half over.

Night came, a wind rose, the road was lonely and silent. The few cars that passed went swiftly on their way, their view obstructed. Mr. Harris lay unconscious, until very late he heard a wind rising out of the desert, felt the sting of little sand needles on his cheeks, and opened his eyes.

Morning found him gritty-eyed and wandering in thoughtless senseless circles, having, in his delirium, got away from the road. At noon he sprawled in the poor shade of a bush. The sun struck him with a keen sword edge, cutting through to his—bones. A vulture circled.

Harris’ parched lips cracked open. “So that’s it?” he whispered, red-eyed, bristle-cheeked. “One way or another you’ll walk me, starve me, thirst me, kill me.” He swallowed dry burrs of dust. “Sun cook off my flesh so you can peek out. Vultures lunch off me, and there you’ll lie, grinning. Grinning with victory. Like a bleached xylophone strewn and played by vultures with an ear for odd music. You’d like that. Freedom.”

He walked on through a landscape that shivered and bubbled in the direct pour of sunlight; stumbling, falling flat, lying to feed himself little mouths of fire. The air was blue alcohol flame, and vultures roasted and steamed and glittered as they flew in glides and circles. Phoenix. The road. Car. Water. Safety.

“Hey!”

Someone called from way off in the blue alcohol flame.

Mr. Harris propped himself up.

“Hey!”

The call was repeated. A crunching of footsteps, quick.

With a cry of unbelievable relief, Harris rose, only to collapse again into the arms of someone in a uniform with a badge.

 

The car tediously hauled, repaired, Phoenix reached, Harris found himself in such an unholy state of mind that the business transaction was a numb pantomime. Even when he got the loan and held the money in his hand, it meant nothing. This Thing within him like a hard white sword in a scabbard tainted his business, his eating, colored his love for Clarisse, made it unsafe to trust an automobile; all in all this Thing had to be put in its place. The desert incident had brushed too close. Too near the bone, one might say with an ironic twist of one’s mouth. Harris heard himself thanking Mr. Creldon, dimly, for the money. Then he turned his car and motored back across the long miles, this time cutting across to San Diego, so he would miss that desert stretch between El Centro and Beaumont. He drove north along the coast. He didn’t trust that desert. But—careful! Salt waves boomed, hissing on the beach outside Laguna. Sand, fish and crustacea would cleanse his bones as swiftly as vultures. Slow down on the curves over the surf.

Damn, he was sick!

Where to turn? Clarisse? Burleigh? Munigant? Bone specialist. Munigant. Well?

“Darling!” Clarisse kissed him. He winced at the solidness of the teeth and jaw behind the passionate exchange.

“Darling,” he said, slowly, wiping his lips with his wrist, trembling.

“You look thinner; oh, darling, the business deal—?”

“It went through. I guess. Yes, it did.”

She kissed him again. They ate a slow, falsely cheerful dinner, with Clarisse laughing and encouraging him. He studied the phone; several times he picked it up indecisively, then laid it down.

His wife walked in, putting on her coat and hat. “Well, sorry, but I have to leave.” She pinched him on the cheek. “Come on now, cheer up! I’ll be back from Red Cross in three hours. You lie around and snooze. I simply have to go.”

When Clarisse was gone, Harris dialed the phone, nervously.

“M. Munigant?”

 

The explosions and the sickness in his body after he set the phone down were unbelievable. His bones were racked with every kind of pain, cold and hot, he had ever thought of or experienced in wildest nightmare. He swallowed all the aspirin he could find, in an effort to stave off the assault; but when the doorbell finally rang an hour later, he could not move; he lay weak and exhausted, panting, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“Come in! Come in, for God’s sake!”

M. Munigant came in. Thank God the door was unlocked.

Oh, but Mr. Harris looked terrible. M. Munigant stood in the center of the living room, small and dark. Harris nodded. The pains rushed through him, hitting him with large iron hammers and hooks. M. Munigant’s eyes glittered as he saw Harris’ protuberant bones. Ah, he saw that Mr. Harris was now psychologically prepared for aid. Was it not so? Harris nodded again, feebly, sobbing. M. Munigant still whistled when he talked; something about his tongue and the whistling. No matter. Through his shimmering eyes Harris seemed to see M. Munigant shrink, get smaller. Imagination, of course. Harris sobbed out his story of the Phoenix trip. M. Munigant sympathized. This skeleton was a—a traitor! They would fix him for once and for all!

“Mr. Munigant,” sighed Harris, faintly, “I—I never noticed before. Your tongue. Round, tube-like. Hollow? My eyes. Delirious. What do I do?”

M. Munigant whistled softly, appreciatively, coming closer. If Mr. Harris would relax in his chair, and open his mouth? The lights were switched off. M. Munigant peered into Harris’ dropped jaw. Wider, please? It had been so hard, that first visit, to help Harris, with both body and bone in revolt. Now, he had cooperation from the flesh of the man, anyway, even if the skeleton protested. In the darkness, M. Munigant’s voice got small, small, tiny, tiny. The whistling became high and shrill. Now. Relax, Mr. Harris. NOW!

Harris felt his jaw pressed violently in all directions, his tongue depressed as with a spoon, his throat clogged. He gasped for breath. Whistle. He couldn’t breathe! Something squirmed, corkscrewed his cheeks out, bursting his jaws. Like a hot-water douche, something squirted into his sinuses, his ears clanged! “Ahhhh!” shrieked Harris, gagging. His head, its carapaces riven, shattered, hung loose. Agony shot fire through his lungs.

Harris could breathe again, momentarily. His watery eyes sprang wide. He shouted. His ribs, like sticks picked up and bundled, were loosened in him. Pain! He fell to the floor, wheezing out his hot breath.

Lights flickered in his senseless eyeballs, he felt his limbs swiftly cast loose and free. Through streaming eyes he saw the parlor.

The room was empty.

“M. Munigant? In God’s name, where are you, M. Munigant? Come help me!”

M. Munigant was gone.

“Help!”

Then he heard it.

Deep down in the subterranean fissures of his body, the minute, unbelievable noises; little smackings and twistings and little dry chippings and grindings and nuzzling sounds—like a tiny hungry mouse down in the red-blooded dimness, gnawing ever so earnestly and expertly at what might have been, but was not, a submerged timber … !

 

Clarisse, walking along the sidewalk, held her head high and marched straight toward her house on Saint James Place. She was thinking of the Red Cross as she turned the corner and almost ran into this little dark man who smelled of iodine.

Clarisse would have ignored him if it were not for the fact that as she passed, he took something long, white and oddly familiar from his coat and proceeded to chew on it, as on a peppermint stick. Its end devoured, his extraordinary tongue darted within the white confection, sucking out the filling, making contented noises. He was still crunching his goody as she proceeded up the sidewalk to her house, turned the doorknob and walked in.

“Darling?” she called, smiling around. “Darling, where are you?” She shut the door, walked down the hall and into the living room. “Darling…”

She stared at the floor for twenty seconds, trying to understand.

She screamed.

Outside in the sycamore darkness, the little man pierced a long white stick with intermittent holes; then, softly, sighing, his lips puckered, played a little sad tune upon the improvised instrument to accompany the shrill and awful singing of Clarisse’s voice as she stood in the living room.

Many times as a little girl Clarisse had run on the beach sands, stepped on a jellyfish and screamed. It was not so bad, finding an intact, gelatin-skinned jellyfish in one’s living room. One could step back from it.

It was when the jellyfish called you by name …



The Electrocution




1946
She let him tie the black silk over her eyes and he knotted it and jerked it so tight that she gasped and said, “Loosen it, damn you, Johnny, loosen it, or I won’t go on!’?

“Sure,” he said easily, and she smelled his sharp breath; while beyond; the crowd rustled against the rope barrier and the carnival tent flapped in the night wind, and off, there was a drift of calliope music and the rattle of a trap drum.

Dimly, through the black silk, she could see the men, the boys, the few women, a good crowd, paying out dimes to see her strapped in this electric chair, the electrodes on her wrists and neck, waiting.

“There.” Johnny’s voice whispered through the blindfold. “That better?”

She said nothing, but her hands gripped the ends of the wooden chair. She felt her pulse beating in her arms and 	neck. Outside the pitchman yelled through his small cardboard megaphone and slapped his cane across the banner where Electra’s portrait shivered in the wind: yellow hair, hard blue eyes, sharp chin, seated in her death-chair like Someone come for tea.

With the black silk blinding her, it was easier to let her mind run back to wherever it wanted to go…

The carnival was either setting up in a new town or letting go; its brown tents inhaling by day, exhaling its stale air by night as the canvases slid rustling down along the dark poles. And then?

Last Monday night this young man with the long arms and the eager pink face bought three tickets to the sideshow and stood watching Electra three times as the electricity burned through her like blue fire while this young man strained at the rope barrier, and memorized her every move as she sat high up there on the platform, all fire and pale flesh.

He came four nights in a row.

“You got an audience, Ellie,” said Johnny on the third night.

“So I see,” she said.

“Don’t pay no attention,” said Johnny.

“I won’t,” she said. “Why should I? Don’t worry.”

After all, she’d done the act for years. Johnny slammed on the power, and it filled her from ankle to elbows to ears as he handed her the bright sword and she thrust it out blindly over the audience, smiling under her half mask, to let them tap shoulders and brows as the blue sparks crackled and spat. On the fourth night she shoved the sword far out toward the young man with the sweating pink face, first among the crowd. The young man raised his hand swiftly, eagerly, as if to seize the blade. Blue sparks leaped the gap, but his hand didn’t flinch or stop as he grabbed on and took the fire in his fingers and then his fist and then his wrist and his arm into his body.

His eyes, in the light, flared with blue alcohol flame, fed by the sword, whose fire in passing lit her arm and face and body. He stretched his hand still farther out, his waist jammed against the rope, silent and tense. Then Johnny cried, “Everybody touch it! Every one!” And Electra lifted the blade out on the air for others to feel and stroke, while Johnny cursed. Through the blindfold she saw the terrible illumination which would not leave the young man’s face.

The fifth night, instead of touching the young man’s fingers, she tapped the blazing tip of the sword against the palm of his hand, brushing and burning until he shut his eyes.

That night she walked out on the lake pier after the show and did not look back as she moved, but listened and began to smile. The lake shook against the rotting piles. The carnival lights made wandering, uneasy roads on the black water. The Ferris wheel whirled high and around, with its faint screams, and far away the calliope steamed and sobbed “Beautiful Ohio.” She slowed her walking. She put out her right foot, slowly, then her left, then she stopped and turned her head. And as she turned she saw the shadow, and his arms moved around her. A long time later she leaned back in his arms and stared up into his healthy, excited pink face, and said, “My God, you’re more dangerous than my chair!”

“Is your name really Electra?” he said.

The next night as the power leaped through her, she stiffened, shuddered, and clamped her lips in her teeth, moaning. Her legs stirred; her hands groped and scratched the chair arms.

“What’s wrong!” Beyond the blindfold, Johnny cried out, “What?”

And cut the power.

“I’m all right,” she gasped. The crowd murmured. “It’s nothing Go on! Now!”

And he hit the switch.

The fire crawled through her and again she clenched her teeth and threw her head back against the chair. A face rushed out of the dark, and a body with it, to press against her. The power exploded. The electric chair stopped, then melted.

Johnny, a million miles off in the dark, handed her the sword. Her limp, twitching hand dropped it. He handed it back and instinctively she shoved it far out into the night.

Someone, out there in the roaring darkness, touched the blade. She could imagine his eyes burning there, his lips parted as the power jolted him. He was pressed against the rope, hard, hard against the rope, and could not breathe or cry out or pull back!

The power died. The smell of lightning stayed.

“That’s it!” someone cried.

Johnny left her to squirm out of the leather straps, jumped off the low platform, and walked out toward the midway. Convulsively, she tore off the bonds, trembling. She ran from the tent, not looking back to see if the young man was still there against the rope.

She fell upon the cot of the trailer behind the tent, perspiring and shaking, and was still crying when Johnny stepped in to look down at her.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“Nothing, nothing, Johnny.”

“What was that you pulled out there just now?”

“Nothing, nothing.”

“Nothing, nothing,” he said. “Like hell it is.” His face twisted. “Like hell! You haven’t done anything like that for years!”

“I was nervous!”

“Years it’s been,” he said. “When we were first married you did that. You think I forgot how when I switched the power on this same happened like tonight? You been sitting in that chair for three years like someone listening to a radio. And tonight, and tonight!”  he cried, choking, standing over her, his fists tightened. “Damn it, tonight.”

“Please, please, Johnny. I was nervous.”

“What were you thinking there in the chair?” he demanded, leaning down wildly. “What did you think about?”

“Nothing, Johnny, nothing. ” He grabbed her hair. “Please!”

He threw her head down, turned, walked out, and stopped outside. “I know what you were thinking,” he said. “I know.” And she heard his footsteps fade away.

And the night passed and the day and another night with another crowd.

But nowhere in the crowd did she see his face. Now, in the blackness, with the blindfold tight to her face, she sat in the electric chair and waited while Johnny described the wonders of the Skeleton Man over on the next platform, and still she waited and stared at everyone who entered the tent. Johnny walked around the Skeleton Man, all stiffness, describing the living skull and the terrible bones, and at last the crowd rustled, turned, led by Johnny, his voice like a battered brass horn as he jumped up onto the platform with her so violently that she jerked aside and licked her red lips.

And now the knot of the blindfold was tied tighter and yet tighter as he bent to whisper:

“Miss him?”

She said nothing, but held her head up. The crowd stirred below, like animals in a straw stable.

“He’s not here,” he whispered and locked the electrodes on her arms. She was silent. He whispered again, “He’ll never come back.” He fitted the black skullcap over her hair. She trembled. “Afraid?” he wondered quietly. “What of?” He snapped the straps around her ankles. “Don’t be afraid. Good clean electricity.” A gasp escaped her lips. He stood up. “I hit him,” he said softly, touching her blindfold. “Hit him so hard I broke his front teeth. Then I knocked him against a wall and hit him again and again-” He Stopped and shouted. “Ladies and gentlemen, witness the most astounding act in carnival history! Here you see a penitentiary electric chair exactly like those used in our biggest prisons. Perfect for the destruction of criminals!” With this last word she fell forward, fingers scratching the wood as he cried, “Before your very eyes, this dear lady will be electrocuted!”

The crowd murmured, and she thought of the tesla transformer under the platform and how Johnny might have fixed it so she got amperage, not voltage. Accident, bad accident Shame. Amperage, not voltage.

She wrenched her right hand free of its leather strap and heard the power switch slam shut as the blue fire seized and shook her, screaming!

The audience applauded and whistled and stomped. Oh she thought wildly, this is good, my death? Great! More applause! More screams!

Out of the black spaces a body fell. “Hit him so hard broke his teeth!” The body jerked. “Then I hit him and hit him again!” The body fell, was picked up, fell again. She screamed high and long as a million unseen mouths stung and bit her. Blue flames seized her heart. The young man’ body writhed and exploded in bone shrapnel, flame, and ash

Calmly, Johnny handed her the sword.

“Now,” he said.

Being safe was like a blow to the stomach.

She sobbed, fumbling at the sword, quivering and jerking unable to move. The power hummed and the crowd stuck out their hands, some like spiders, some like birds leaping away wherever the sword sizzled and spat.

The power still lived in her bones as all over the carnival grounds the lights dimmed.

Click. The switch lay in its Off bed.

She sank in upon herself, the sweat running around her nose and her sagging mouth. Gasping, she fought free to pull the blindfold away.

The crowd had gone off to another platform, another miracle, where the Fat Lady called and they obeyed.

Johnny’s hand lay on the switch. He dropped his hand, stood there watching her, his dark eyes cold, not flickering.

The tent lights looked dirty, old, yellow, and unclean. She stared blindly at the retreating crowd, Johnny, the tent, the lights. She looked shrunken in the chair. Half of her had poured out through the wires, flushed into the copper cable that fled over the town, leaping from high pole to pole. She lifted her head as if it weighed ninety pounds. The clean light had come, entered into and slid through her, and blasted out again; but it was not the same light anymore. She had changed it; she saw how she had made it. And she shivered because the light was discolored.

Johnny’s mouth opened. She didn’t hear him at first. He had to repeat what had to be said.

“You’re dead,” he said firmly. And again: “You’re dead.”

And sitting there in the electric chair, trapped by the leather straps, with a wind from the tent flaps playing over her face, evaporating the wetness, staring at him and seeing the dark in his eyes, she gave the only answer it was possible to give.

“Yes,” she said, eyes shut. “Oh, yes. I am.”



The Homecoming
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“Here they come,” said Cecy, lying there flat in her bed.

“Where are they?” cried Timothy from the doorway.

“Some of them are over Europe, some over Asia, some of them over the Islands, some over South America!” said Cecy, her eyes closed, the lashes long, brown, and quivering.

Timothy came forward upon the bare plankings of the upstairs room. “Who are they?”

“Uncle Einar and Uncle Fry, and there’s Cousin William, and I see Frulda and Helgar and Aunt Morgiana and Cousin Vivian, and I see Uncle Johann! They’re all coming fast!”

“Are they up in the sky?” cried Timothy, his little gray eyes flashing. Standing by the bed, he looked no more than his fourteen years. The wind blew outside, the house was dark and lit only by starlight.

“They’re coming through the air and traveling along the ground, in many forms,” said Cecy, in her sleeping. She did not move on the bed; she thought inward on herself and told what she saw. “I see a wolflike thing coming over a dark river - at the shallows - just above a waterfall, the starlight shining up his pelt. I see a brown oak leaf blowing far up in the sky. I see a small bat flying. I see many other things, running through the forest trees and slipping through the highest branches; and they’re all coming this way!”

“Will they be here by tomorrow night?” Timothy clutched the bedclothes. The spider on his lapel swung like a black pendulum, excitedly dancing. He leaned over his sister. “Will they all be here in time for the Homecoming?”

“Yes, yes, Timothy, yes,” sighed Cecy. She stiffened. “Ask no more of me. Go away now. Let me travel in the places I like best.”

“Thanks, Cecy,” he said. Out in the hall, he ran to his room. He hurriedly made his bed. He had just awakened a few minutes ago, at sunset, and as the first stars had risen, he had gone to let his excitement about the party run with Cecy. Now she slept so quietly there was not a sound. The spider hung on a silvery lasso about Timothy’s slender neck as he washed his face. “Just think, Spid, tomorrow night is Allhallows Eve!”

He lifted his face and looked into the mirror. His was the only mirror allowed in the house. It was his mother’s concession to his illness. Oh, if only he were not so afflicted! He opened his mouth, surveyed the poor, inadequate teeth nature had given him. No more than so many corn kernels - round, soft and pale in his jaws. Some of the high spirit died in him.

It was now totally dark and he lit a candle to see by. He felt exhausted. This past week the whole family had lived in the fashion of the old country. Sleeping by day, rousing at sunset to move about. There were blue hollows under his eyes. “Spid, I’m no good,” he said, quietly, to the little creature. “I can’t even get used to sleeping days like the others.”

He took up the candleholder. Oh, to have strong teeth, with incisors like steel spikes. Or strong hands, even, or a strong mind. Even to have the power to send one’s mind out, free, as Cecy did. But, no, he was the imperfect one, the sick one. He was even - he shivered and drew the candle flame closer afraid of the dark. His brothers snorted at him. Bion and Leonard and Sam. They laughed at him because he slept in a bed. With Cecy it was different; her bed was part of her comfort for the composure necessary to send her mind abroad to hunt. But Timothy, did he sleep in the wonderful polished boxes like the others’? He did not! Mother let him have his own bed, his own room, his own mirror. No wonder the family skirted him like a holy man’s crucifix. If only the wings would sprout from his shoulder blades. He bared his back, stared at it. And sighed again. No chance. Never.

 

Downstairs were exciting and mysterious sounds, the slithering black crape going up in all the halls and on the ceilings and doors. The sputter of burning black tapers in the banistered stair well. Mother’s voice, high and firm. Father’s voice, echoing from the damp cellar. Bion walking from outside the old country house lugging vast two-gallon jugs.

“I’ve just got to go to the party, Spid,” said Timothy. The spider whirled at the end of its silk, and Timothy felt alone. He would polish cases, fetch toadstools and spiders, hang crape, but when the party started he’d be ignored. The less seen or said of the imperfect son the better.

All through the house below, Laura ran.

“The Homecoming!” she shouted gaily. “The Homecoming!” Her footsteps everywhere at once.

Timothy passed Cecy’s room again, and she was sleeping quietly. Once a month she went belowstairs. Always she stayed in bed. Lovely Cecy. He felt like asking her, “Where are you now, Cecy? And in who? And what’s happening? Are you beyond the hills? And what goes on there?” But he went on to Ellen’s room instead.

Ellen sat at her desk, sorting out many kinds of blond, red and black hair and little scimitars of fingernail gathered from her manicurist job at the Mellin Village beauty parlor fifteen miles over. A sturdy mahogany case lay in one corner with her name on it.

“Go away,” she said, not even looking at him. “I can’t work with you gawking.”

“Allhallows Eve, Ellen; just think!” he said, trying to be friendly.

“Hunh!” She put some fingernail clippings in a small white sack, labeled them. “What can it mean to you? What do you know of it? It’ll scare the hell out of you. Go back to bed.”

His cheeks burned. “I’m needed to polish and work and help serve.”

“If you don’t go, you’ll find a dozen raw oysters in your bed tomorrow,” said Ellen, matter-of-factly. “Good-by, Timothy.”

In his anger, rushing downstairs, he bumped into Laura.

“Watch where you’re going!” she shrieked from clenched teeth.

She swept away. He ran to the open cellar door, smelled the channel of moist earthy air rising from below. “Father?”

“It’s about time,” Father shouted up the steps. “Hurry down, or they’ll be here before we’re ready!”

Timothy hesitated only long enough to hear the million other sounds in the house. Brothers came and went like trains in a station, talking and arguing. If you stood in one spot long enough the entire household passed with their pale hands full of things. Leonard with his little black medical case, Samuel with his large, dusty ebony-bound book under his arm, bearing more black crape, and Bion excursioning to the car outside and bringing in many more gallons of liquid.

Father stopped polishing to give Timothy a rag and a scowl. He thumped the huge mahogany box. “Come on, shine this up, so we can start on another. Sleep your life away.”

While waxing the surface. Timothy looked inside.

“Uncle Einar’s a big man, isn’t he, Papa?”

“Unh.”

“How big is he?”

“The size of the box’ll tell you.”

“I was only asking. Seven feet tall?”

“You talk a lot.”

About nine o’clock Timothy went out into the October weather. For two hours in the now-warm, now-cold wind he walked the meadows collecting toadstools and spiders. His heart began to beat with anticipation again. How many relatives had Mother said would come? Seventy? One hundred? He passed a farmhouse. If only you knew what was happening at our house, he said to the glowing windows. He climbed a hill and looked at the town, miles away, settling into sleep, the townhall clock high and round white in the distance. The town did not know, either. He brought home many jars of toadstools and spiders.

In the little chapel belowstairs a brief ceremony was celebrated. It was like all the other rituals over the years, with Father chanting the dark lines, mother’s beautiful white ivory hands moving in the reverse blessings, and all the children gathered except Cecy, who lay upstairs in bed. But Cecy was present. You saw her peering, .now from Bion’s eyes, now Samuel’s, now Mother’s, and you felt a movement and now she was in you, fleetingly and gone.

Timothy prayed to the Dark One with a tightened stomach. “Please, please, help me grow up, help me be like my sisters and brothers. Don’t let me be different. If only I could put the hair in the plastic images as Ellen does, or make people fall in love with me as Laura does with people, or read strange books as Sam does, or work in a respected job like Leonard and Bion do. Or even raise a family one day, as mother and father have done….”

At midnight a storm hammered the house. Lightning struck outside in amazing, snow-white bolts. There was a sound of an approaching, probing, sucking tornado, funneling and nuzzling the moist night earth. Then the front door, blasted half off its hinges, hung stiff and discarded, and in trooped Grandmama and Grandpapa, all the way from the old country!

From then on people arrived each hour. There was a flutter at the side window, a rap on the front porch, a knock at the back. There were fey noises from the cellar, autumn wind piped down the chimney throat, chanting. Mother filled the large crystal punch bowl with a scarlet fluid poured tram the jugs Bion had carried home. Father swept from room to room lighting more tapers. Laura and Ellen hammered up more wolfsbane. And Timothy stood amidst this wild excitement, no expression to his face, his hands trembling at his sides, gazing now here, now there. Banging or doors, laughter, the sound of liquid pouring, darkness, sound or wind, the webbed thunder of wings, the padding of feet, the welcoming bursts of talk at the entrances, the transparent rattlings of casements, the shadows passing, coming, going, wavering.

“Well, well, and this must be Timothy!”

“What?”

A chilly hand took his hand. A long hairy face leaned down over him. “A good lad, a fine lad,” said the stranger.

“Timothy,” said his mother. “This is Uncle Jason.”

“Hello, Uncle Jason.”

“And over here -” Mother drifted Uncle Jason away. Uncle Jason peered back at Timothy over his caped shoulder, and winked.

Timothy stood alone.

From off a thousand miles in the candled darkness, he heard a high fluting voice, that was Ellen. “And my brothers, they are clever. Can you guess their occupations, Aunt Morgiana?”

“I have no idea.”

“They operate the undertaking establishment in town.”

“What!” A gasp.

“Yes!” Shrill laughter. “Isn’t that priceless!”

Timothy stood very still.

A pause in the laughter. “They bring home sustenance for Mama, Papa and all of us,” said Laura. “Except, of course, Timothy….”

An uneasy silence. Uncle Jason’s voice demanded. “Well? come now. What about Timothy?”

“Oh, Laura, your tongue,” said mother.

Laura went on with it. Timothy shut his eyes. “Timothy doesn’t-well-doesn’t like blood. He’s delicate.”

“He’ll learn,” said mother. “He’ll learn,” she said very firmly. “He’s my son, and he’ll learn. He’s only fourteen.”

“But I was raised on the stuff,” said Uncle Jason, his voice passing from one room on into another. The wind played the trees outside like harps. A little rain spatted on the windows “raised on the stuff,” passing away into faintness.

Timothy bit his lips and opened his eyes.

“Well, it was all my fault.” Mother was showing them into the kitchen now. “I tried forcing him. You can’t force children, you only make them sick, and then they never get a taste for things. Look at Bion, now, he was thirteen before he….”

“I understand,” murmured Uncle Jason. “Timothy will come around.”

“I’m sure he will,” said mother, defiantly.

Candle flames quivered as shadows crossed and recrossed the dozen musty rooms. Timothy was cold. He smelled the hot tallow in his nostrils and instinctively he grabbed at a candle and walked with it around and about the house, pretending to straighten the crape.

“Timothy,” someone whisped behind a patterned wall, hissing and sizzling and sighing the words, “Timothy is afraid of the dark.”

Leonard’s voice. Hateful Leonard!

“I like the candle, that’s all,” said Timothy in a reproachful whisper.

More lightning, more thunder. Cascades of roaring laughter. Bangings and clickings and shouts and rustles of clothing. Clammy fog swept through the front door. Out of the fog, settling his wings, stalked a tall man.

“Uncle Einar!”

Timothy propelled himself on his thin legs, straight through the fog, under the green webbing shadows. He threw himself across Einar’s arms. Einar lifted him.

“You’ve wings, Timothy!” He tossed the boy light as thistles. “Wings, Timothy: fly!” Faces wheeled under. Darkness rotated. The house blew away. Timothy felt breezelike. He flapped his arms. Einar’s fingers caught and threw him once more to the ceiling. The ceiling rushed down like a charred wall. “Fly, Timothy!” shouted Einar, loud and deep. “Fly with wings! Wings!”

He felt an exquisite ecstasy in his shoulder blades, as if roots grew, burst to explode and blossom into new, moist membrane. He babbled wild stuff; again Einar hurled him high.

The autumn wind broke in a tide on the house, rain crashed down, shaking the beams, causing chandeliers to tilt their enraged candle lights. And the one hundred relatives peered out from every black, enchanted room, circling inward, all shapes and sizes, to where Einar balanced the child like a baton in the roaring spaces.

“Enough!” shouted Einar, at last.

Timothy, deposited on the floor timbers, exaltedly, exhaustedly fell against Uncle Einar, sobbing happily. “Uncle, uncle, uncle!”

“Was it good, flying? Eh, Timothy?” said Uncle Einar, bending down, patting Timothy’s head. “Good, good.”

It was coming toward dawn. Most had arrived and were ready to bed down for the daylight, sleep motionlessly with no sound until the following sunset, when they would shout out of their mahogany boxes for the revelry.

Uncle Einar, followed by dozens of others, moved toward the cellar. Mother directed them downward to the crowded row on row of highly polished boxes. Einar, his wings like sea-green tarpaulins tented behind him, moved with a curious whistling down the passageway, where his wings touched they made a sound of drumheads gently beaten.

Upstairs, Timothy lay wearily thinking, trying to like the darkness. There was so much you could do in darkness that people couldn’t criticize you for, because they never saw you. He did like the night, but it was a qualified liking: sometimes there was so much night he cried out in rebellion.

In the cellar, mahogany doors sealed downward, drawn in by pale hands. In corners, certain relatives circled three times to lie, heads on paws, eyelids shut. The sun rose. There was a sleeping.

Sunset. The revel exploded like a bat nest struck full, shrieking out, fluttering, spreading. Box doors banged wide. Steps rushed up from cellar damp. More late guests, kicking on front and back portals, were admitted.

It rained, and sodden visitors laid their capes, their waterpelleted hats, their sprinkled veils upon Timothy who bore them to a closet. The rooms were crowd-packed. The laughter of one cousin, shot from one room, angled off the wall of another, ricocheted, banked and returned to Timothy’s ears from a fourth room, accurate and cynical.

A mouse ran across the floor.

“I know you, Niece Liebersrouter!” exclaimed father around him but not to him. The dozens of towering people pressed in against him, elbowed him, ignored him.

Finally, he turned and slipped away up the stairs.

He called softly. “Cecy. Where are you now, Cecy?”

She waited a long while before answering. “In the Imperial Valley,” she murmured faintly. “Beside the Salton Sea, near the mud pots and the steam and the quiet. I’m inside a farmer’s wife. I’m sitting on a front porch. I can make her move if I want, or do anything or think anything. The sun’s going down.”

“What’s it like, Cecy?”

“You can hear the mud pots hissing,” she said, slowly, as if speaking in a church. “Little gray heads of steam push up the mud like bald men rising in the thick syrup, head first, out in the broiling channels. The gray heads rip like rubber fabric, collapse with noises like wet lips moving. And feathery plumes of steam escape from the ripped tissue. And there is a smell of deep sulphurous burning and old time. The dinosaur has been abroiling here ten million years.”

“Is he done yet, Cecy?”

The mouse spiraled three women’s feet and vanished into a corner. Moments later a beautiful woman rose up out of nothing and stood in the corner, smiling her white smile at them all.

Something huddled against the flooded pane of the kitchen window. It sighed and wept and tapped continually, pressed against the glass, but Timothy could make nothing of it, he saw nothing. In imagination he was outside staring in. The rain was on him, the wind at him, and the taper-dotted darkness inside was inviting. Waltzes were being danced; tall thin figures pirouetted to outlandish music. Stars of light flickered off lifted bottles; small clods of earth crumbled from casques, and a spider fell and went silently legging over the floor.

Timothy shivered. He was inside the house again. Mother was calling him to run here, run there, help, serve, out to the kitchen now, fetch this, retch that, bring the plates, heap the food - on and on - the party happened.

“Yes, he’s done. Quite done.” Cecy’s calm sleeper’s lips turned up. The languid words fell slowly from her shaping mouth. “Inside this woman’s skull I am, looking out, watching the sea that does not move, and is so quiet it makes you afraid. I sit on the porch and wait for my husband to come home. Occasionally, a fish leaps, falls back, starlight edging it. The valley, the sea, the few cars, the wooden porch, my rocking chair, myself, the silence.”

“What now, Cecy?”

“I’m getting up from my rocking chair,” she said.

“Yes?”

“I’m walking off the porch, toward the mud pots. Planes fly over, like primordial birds. Then it is quiet, so quiet.”

“How long will you stay inside her, Cecy?”

“Until I’ve listened and looked and felt enough: until I’ve changed her life some way. I’m walking off the porch and along the wooden boards. My feet knock on the planks, tiredly, slowly.”

“And now?”

“Now the sulphur fumes are all around me. I stare at the bubbles as they break and smooth. A bird darts by my temple, shrieking. Suddenly I am in the bird and fly away! And as I fly, inside my new small glass-bead eyes I see a woman below me, on a boardwalk, take one, two, three steps forward into the mud pots. I hear a sound as of a boulder plunged into molten depths. I keep flying, circle back. I see a white hand, like a spider, wriggle and disappear into the gray lava pool. The lava seals over. Now I’m flying home, swift, swift, swift!”

Something clapped hard against the window. Timothy started.

Cecy flicked her eyes wide, bright, full, happy, exhilarated. “Now I’m home!” she said.

After a pause, Timothy ventured, “The Homecoming’s on. And everybody’s here.”

“Then why are you upstairs?” She took his hand. “Well, ask me.” She smiled slyly. “Ask me what you came to ask.”

“I didn’t come to ask anything,” he said. “Well, almost nothing. Well - oh, Cecy!” It came from him in one long rapid flow. “I want to do something at the party to make them look at me, something to make me good as them, something to make me belong, but there’s nothing I can do and I feel funny and, well, I thought you might…”

“I might,” she said, closing her eyes, smiling inwardly. “Stand up straight. Stand very still.” He obeyed. “Now, shut your eyes and blank out your thought.”

He stood very straight and thought of nothing, or at least thought of thinking nothing.

She sighed. “Shall we go downstairs now, Timothy?” Like a hand into a glove, Cecy was within him.

“Look everybody!” Timothy held the glass of warm red liquid. He held up the glass so that the whole house turned to watch him. Aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, sisters!

He drank it straight down.

He jerked a hand at his sister Laura. He held her gaze, whispering to her in a subtle voice that kept her silent, frozen. He felt tall as the trees as he walked to her. The party now slowed. It waited on all sides of him, watching. From all the room doors the faces peered. They were not laughing. Mother’s face was astonished. Dad looked bewildered, but pleased and getting prouder every instant.

He nipped Laura, gently, over the neck vein. The candle flames swayed drunkenly. The wind climbed around on the roof outside. The relatives stared from all the doors. He popped toadstools into his mouth, swallowed, then beat his arms against his flanks and circled. “Look, Uncle Einar! I can fly, at last!” Beat went his hands. Up and down pumped his feet. The faces flashed past him.

At the top of the stairs flapping, he heard his mother cry, “Stop, Timothy!” far below. “Hey!” shouted Timothy, and leaped off the top of the well, thrashing.

Halfway down, the wings he thought he owned dissolved. He screamed. Uncle Einar caught him.

Timothy flailed whitely in the receiving arms. A voice burst out of his lips, unbidden. “This is Cecy! This is Cecy! Come see me, all of you, upstairs, first room on the left!” Followed by a long trill of high laughter Timothy tried to cut it off with his tongue.

Everybody was laughing. Einar set him down. Running through the crowding blackness as the relatives flowed upstairs toward Cecy’s room to congratulate her, Timothy banged the front door open.

“Cecy, I hate you, I hate you!”

By the sycamore tree, in deep shadow, Timothy spewed out his dinner, sobbed bitterly and threshed in a pile of autumn leaves. Then he lay still. From his blouse pocket, from the protection of the matchbox he used for his retreat, the spider crawled forth. Spid walked along Timothy’s arm. Spid explored up his neck to his ear and climbed in the ear to tickle it. Timothy shook his head. “Don’t, Spid. Don’t.”

The feathery touch of a tentative feeler probing his eardrum set Timothy shivering. “Don’t Spid!” He sobbed somewhat less.

The spider traveled down his cheek, took a station under the boy’s nose, looked up into the nostrils as if to seek the brain, and then clambered softly up over the rim of the nose to sit, to squat there peering at Timothy with green gem eyes until Timothy filled with ridiculous laughter. “Go away, Spid!”

Timothy sat up, rustling the leaves. The land was very bright with the moon. In the house he could hear the faint ribaldry as Mirror, Mirror was played. Celebrants shouted dimly muffled, as they tried to identify those of themselves whose reflections did not, had not ever appeared in a glass.

“Timothy.” Uncle Einar’s wings spread and twitched and came in with a sound like kettledrums. Timothy felt himself plucked up like a thimble and set upon Einar’s shoulder. “Don’t feel badly? Nephew Timothy. Each to his own, each in his own way. How much better things are for you. How rich. The world’s dead for us. We’ve seen so much of it, believe me. Life’s best to those who live the least of it. It’s worth more per ounce, Timothy, remember that.”

 

The rest of the black morning, from midnight on. Uncle Einar led him about the house, from room to room, weaving and singing. A horde of late arrivals set the entire hilarity off afresh. Great-great-great-great and a thousand more great-greats Grandmother was there, wrapped in Egyptian cerements. She said not a word, but lay straight as a burnt ironing board against the wall, her eye hollows cupping a distant, wise, silent glimmering. At the breakfast, at four in the morning, one-thousand-odd-greats Grandmama was stiffly seated at the head of the longest table.

The numerous young cousins caroused at the crystal punch bowl. Their shiny olive-pit eyes, their conical, devilish faces and curly bronze hair hovered over the drinking table, their hard-soft, half-girl half-boy bodies wrestling against each other as they got unpleasantly, sullenly drunk. The wind got higher, the stars burned with fiery intensity, the noises redoubled, the dances quickened, the drinking became more positive. To Timothy there were thousands of things to hear and watch. The many darknesses roiled, bubbled, the many faces passed and repassed….

“Listen!”

The party held its breath, far away the town clock struck its chimes, saying six o’clock. The party was ending. In time to the rhythm of the striking clock, their one hundred voices began to sing songs that were four hundred years old, songs Timothy could not know. Arms twined, circling slowly, they sang, and somewhere in the cold distance of morning the town clock finished out its chimes and quieted.

Timothy sang. He knew no words, no tune, yet the words and tune came round and high and good. And he gazed at the closed door at the top of the stairs.

“Thanks Cecy,” he whispered. “You’re forgiven. Thanks.”

Then he just relaxed and let the words move, with Cecy’s voice, free from his lips.

Good-bys were said, there was a great rustling. Mother and Father stood at the door to shake hands and kiss each departing relative in turn. The sky beyond the open door colored in the east. A cold wind entered. And Timothy felt himself seized and settled in one body after another, felt Cecy press him into Uncle Fry’s head so he stared from the wrinkled leather face, then leaped in a flurry of leaves up over the house and awakening hills….

Then, loping down a dirt path, he felt his red eyes burning, his fur pelt rimed with morning, as inside Cousin William he panted through a hollow and dissolved away….

Like a pebble in Uncle Einar’s mouth. Timothy flew in a webbed thunder, filling the sky. And then he was back, for all time, in his own body.

In the growing dawn, the last few were embracing and crying and thinking how the world was becoming less a place for them. There had been a time when they had met every year, but now decades passed with no reconciliation. “Don’t forget,” someone cried, “we meet in Salem in 1970!”

Salem. Timothy’s numbed mind turned the words over. Salem, 1970. And there would be Uncle Fry and a thousand-times-great Grandmother in her withered cerements, and Mother and Father and Ellen and Laura and Cecy and all the rest. But would he be there? Could he be certain of staying alive until then?

With one last withering blast, away they all went, so many scarves, so many fluttery mammals, so many sere leaves, so many whining and clustering noises, so many midnights and insanities and dreams.

Mother shut the door. Laura picked up a broom. “No,” said Mother. “We’ll clean tonight. Now we need sleep.” And the Family vanished down cellar and upstairs. And Timothy moved in the crape-littered hall, his head down. Passing a party mirror, he saw the pale mortality of his face all cold and trembling.

“Timothy,” said Mother.

She came to touch her hand on his face. “Son,” she said, “We love you. Remember that. We all love you. No matter how different you are, no matter if you leave us one day.” She kissed his cheek. “And if and when you die, your bones will lie undisturbed, we’ll see to that. You’ll lie at ease forever, and I’ll come visit every Allhallows Eve and tuck you in the more secure.”

The house was silent. Far away the wind went over a hill with its last cargo of dark bats, echoing, chittering.

Timothy walked up the steps, one by one, crying to himself all the way.



The Miracles of Jamie
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Jamie Winters worked his first miracle in the morning. The second, third, and various other miracles came later in the day. But the first miracle was always the most important.

It was always the same: “Make Mother well. Put color in her cheeks. Don’t let Mom be sick too much longer.”

It was Mom’s illness that had first made him think about himself and miracles. And because of her he kept on, learning how to be good at them so that he could keep her well and could make life jump through a hoop.

It was not the first day that he had worked miracles. He had done them in the past, but always hesitantly, since sometimes he did not say them right, or Ma and Pa interrupted, or the other kids in the seventh grade at school made noise. They spoiled things.

But in the past month he had felt his power flow over him like cool, certain water; he bathed in it, basked in it, had come from the shower of it beaded with glory water and with a halo of wonder about his dark-haired head.

Five days ago he’d taken down the family Bible, with real color pictures of Jesus as a boy in it, and had compared them with his own face in the bathroom mirror, gasping. He shook all over. There it was.

And wasn’t Ma getting better every day now? Well- there!

Now, on Monday morning, following the first miracle at home, he worked a second one at school. He wanted to lead the Arizona State Day parade as head of his class battalion. And the principal, naturally, selected Jamie to lead. Jamie felt fine. The girls looked up to him, bumping him with their soft, thin little elbows, especially one named Ingrid, whose golden hair rustled in Jamie’s face as they all hurried out of the cloakroom.

Jamie Winters held his head so high, and when he drank from the chromium fountain he bent so carefully and twisted the shining handle so exactly, so precisely-so godlike and indomitable.

Jamie knew it would be useless to tell his friends. They’d laugh. After all, Jesus was pounded nail through palm and ankle to a Calvary Hill cross because he told on himself. This time, it would be wise to wait. At least until he was sixteen and grew a beard, thus establishing once and for all the incredible proof of his identity!

Sixteen was somewhat young for a beard, but Jamie felt that he could exert the effort to force one if the time came and necessity demanded.

The children poured from the schoolhouse into the hot spring light. In the distance were the mountains, the foothills spread green with cactus, and overhead was a vast Arizona sky of very fine blue. The children donned paper hats and crepe-paper Sam Browne belts in blue and red. Flags burst open upon the wind; everybody yelled and formed into groups, glad to escape the schoolrooms for one day.

Jamie stood at the head of the line, very calm and quiet. Someone said something, and Jamie realized that it was young Huff who was talking.

“I hope we win the parade prize,” said Huff worriedly.

Jamie looked at him. “Oh, we’ll win all right. I know we’ll win. I’ll guarantee it! Heck, yes!”

Huff was brightened by such steadfast faith. “You think so?”

“I knew so! Leave it to me!”

“What do you mean, Jamie?”

“Nothing. Just watch and see, that’s all. Just watch!”

“Now, children!” Mr. Palmborg, the principal, clapped hands; the sun shone on his glasses. Silence came quickly. “Now, children,” he said, nodding, “remember what we taught you yesterday about marching. Remember how you pivot to turn a comer, and remember those special routines we practiced, will you?”

“Sure!” everybody said at once.

The principal concluded his brief address and the parade began, Jamie heading it with his hundreds of following disciples.

The feet bent up and straightened down, and the street went under them. The yellow sun warmed Jamie and he, in turn, bade it shine the whole day to make things perfect.

When the parade edged onto Main Street, and the high-school band began pulsing its brass heart and rattling its wooden bones on the drums, Jamie wished they would play “Stars and Stripes Forever.”

Later, when they played “Columbia, Gem of the Ocean,” Jamie thought quickly, oh, yeah, that’s what he’d meant-“Columbia,” not “Stars and Stripes Forever”-and was satisfied that his wish had been obeyed.

The street was lined with people, as it was on the Arizona rodeo days in February. People sweated in intent layers, five deep for over a mile; the rhythm of feet came back in reflected cadence from two-story frame fronts. There were occasional glimpses of mirrored armies marching in the tall windows of the J. C. Penney Store or of the Morble Company. Each cadence was like a whip thud on the dusty asphalt, sharp and true, and the band music shot blood through Jamie’s miraculous veins.

He concentrated, scowling fiercely. Let us win, he thought. Let everyone march perfectly: chins up, shoulders back, knees high, down, high again, sun upon denimed knees rising in a blue tide, sun upon tanned girl-knees like small, round faces upping and falling. Perfect, perfect, perfect. Perfection surged confidently through Jamie, extending into an encompassing aura that held his own group intact. As he moved, so moved the nation. As his fingers snapped in a brisk pendulum at his sides, so did their fingers, their arms cutting an orbit. And as his shoes trod asphalt, so theirs followed in obedient imitation.

As they reached the reviewing stand, Jamie cued them; they coiled back upon their own lines like bright garlands twining to return again, marching in the original direction, without chaos.

Oh, so darn perfect! cried Jamie to himself.

It was hot. Holy sweat poured out of Jamie, and the world sagged from side to side. Presently the drums were exhausted and the children melted away. Lapping an ice-cream cone, Jamie was relieved that it was all over.

Mr. Palmborg came rushing up, all heated and sweating.

“Children, children, I have an announcement to make!” he cried.

Jamie looked at young Huff, who stood beside him, also with an ice-cream cone. The children shrilled, and Mr. Palmborg patted the noise into a ball which he made vanish like a magician.

“We’ve won the competition! Our school marched finest of all the schools!”

In the clamor and noise and jumping up and down and hitting one another on the arm muscles in celebration, Jamie nodded quietly over his ice-cream cone, looked at young Huff, and said, “See? I told you so. Now, will you believe in me!”

Jamie continued licking his cold cone with a great, golden peace in him.

 

Jamie did not immediately tell his friends why they had won the marching competition. He had observed a tendency in them to be suspicious and to ridicule anyone who told them that they were not as good as they thought they were, that their talent had been derived from an outside source.

No, it was enough for Jamie to savor his minor and major victories; he enjoyed his little secret, he enjoyed the things that happened. Such things as getting high marks in arithmetic or winning a basketball game were ample reward. There was always some byproduct of his miracles to satisfy his as-yet-small hunger.

He paid attention to blonde young Ingrid with the placid gray-blue eyes. She, in turn, favored him with her attentions, and he knew then that his ability was well rooted, established.

Aside from Ingrid, there were other good things. Friendships with several boys came about in wondrous fashion. One case, though, required some little thought and care. The boy’s name was Cunningham. He was big and fat and bald because some fever had necessitated shaving his skull. The kids called him Billiard; he thanked them by kicking them in the shins, knocking them down, and sitting on them while he performed quick dentistry with his knuckles.

It was upon this Billiard Cunningham that Jamie hoped to apply his greatest ecclesiastical power. Walking through the rough paths of the desert toward his home, Jamie often conjured up visions of himself picking up Billiard by his left foot and cracking him like a whip so as to shock him senseless. Dad had once done that to a rattlesnake. Of course, Billiard was too heavy for this neat trick. Besides, it might hurt him, and Jamie didn’t really want him killed or anything, just dusted off a little to show him where he belonged in the world.

But when he chinned up to Billiard, Jamie got cold feet and decided to wait a day or two longer for meditation. There was no use rushing things, so he let Billiard go free. Boy, Billiard didn’t know how lucky he was at such times, Jamie clucked to himself.

One Tuesday, Jamie carried Ingrid’s books home. She lived in a small cottage not far from the Santa Catalina foothills. Together they walked in peaceful content, needing no words. They even held hands for a while.

Turning about a clump of prickly pears, they came face to face with Billiard Cunningham.

He stood with his big feet planted across the path, plump fists on his hips, staring at Ingrid with appreciative eyes. Everybody stood still, and Billiard said:

“I’ll carry your books, Ingrid. Here.”

He reached to take them from Jamie.

Jamie fell back a step. “Oh, no, you don’t,” he said.

“Oh, yes, I do,” retorted Billiard.

“Like heck you do,” said Jamie.

“Like heck I don’t,” exclaimed Billiard, and snatched again, knocking the books into the dust.

Ingrid yelled, then said, “Look here, you can both carry my books. Half and half. That’ll settle it.”

Billiard shook his head.

“All or nothing,” he leered.

Jamie looked back at him.

“Nothing, then!” he shouted.

He summoned up his powers like wrathful storm clouds; lightning crackled hot in each fist. What matter if Billiard loomed four inches taller and some several broader? The fury-wrath lived in Jamie; he would knock Billiard senseless with one clean bolt-maybe two.

There was no room for stuttering fear now; Jamie was cauterized clean of it by a great rage. He pulled away back and let Billiard have it on the chin.

“Jamie!” screamed Ingrid.

The only miracle after that was how Jamie got out of it with his life.

 

Dad poured Epsom salts into a dishpan of hot water, stirred it firmly, and said, “You oughta known better, darn your hide. Your mother sick an’ you comin’ home all banged up this way.”

Dad made a leathery motion of one brown hand. His eyes were bedded in crinkles and lines, and his mustache was pepper-gray and sparse, as was his hair.

“I didn’t know Ma was very sick anymore,” said Jamie.

“Women don’t talk much,” said Dad, dryly. He soaked a towel in steaming Epsom salts and wrung it out. He held Jamie’s beaten profile and swabbed it. Jamie whimpered. “Hold still,” said Dad. “How you expect me to fix that cut if you don’t hold still, darn it.”

“What’s going on out there?” Mother’s voice asked from the bedroom, real tired and soft.

“Nothing,” said Dad, wringing out the towel again. “Don’t you fret. Jamie just fell and cut his lip, that’s all.”

“Oh, Jamie,” said Mother.

“I’m okay, Ma,” said Jamie. The warm towel helped to normalize things. He tried not to think of the fight. It made bad thinking. There were memories of flailing arms, himself pinned down, Billiard whooping with delight and beating downward while Ingrid, crying real tears, threw her books, screaming, at his back.

And then Jamie staggered home alone, sobbing bitterly.

“Oh, Dad,” he said now. “It didn’t work.” He meant his physical miracle on Billiard. “It didn’t work.”

“What didn’t work?” said Dad, applying liniment to bruises.

“Oh, nothing. Nothing.” Jamie licked his swollen lip and began to calm down. After all, you can’t have a perfect batting average. Even the Lord made mistakes. And-Jamie grinned suddenly-yes, yes, he had meant to lose the fight! Yes, he had. Wouldn’t Ingrid love him all the more for having fought and lost just for her?

Sure. That was the answer. It was just a reversed miracle, that was all!

“Jamie,” Mother called him.

He went in to see her.

 

With one thing and another, including Epsom salts and a great resurgence of faith in himself because Ingrid loved him now more than ever, Jamie went through the rest of the week without much pain.

He walked Ingrid home, and Billiard didn’t bother him again. Billiard played after-school baseball, which was a greater attraction than Ingrid-the sudden sport interest being induced indirectly by telepathy via Jamie, Jamie decided.

Thursday, Ma looked worse. She bleached out to a pallid trembling and a pale coughing. Dad looked scared. Jamie spent less time trying to make things come out wonderful in school and thought more and more of curing Ma.

Friday night, walking alone from Ingrid’s house, Jamie watched telegraph. poles swing by him very slowly. He thought, If I get to the next telegraph pole before that car behind me reaches me, Mama will be all well.

Jamie walked casually, not looking back, ears itching, legs wanting to run to make the wish come true.

The telegraph pole approached. So did the car behind.

Jamie whistled cautiously. The car was coming too fast!

Jamie pumped past the pole just in time; the car roared by.

There now. Mama would be all well again.

He walked along some more.

Forget about her. Forget about wishes and things, he told himself. But it was tempting, like a hot pie on a windowsill. He had to touch it. He couldn’t leave it be, oh, no. He looked ahead on the road and behind on the road.

“I bet I can get down to Schabold’s ranch gate before another car comes and do it walking easy,” he declared to the sky. “And that will make Mama well all the quicker.”

At this moment, in a traitorous, mechanical action, a car jumped over the low hill behind him and roared forward.

Jamie walked fast, then began to run.

I bet I can get down to Schabold’s gate, I bet I can-Feet up, feet down.

He stumbled.

He fell into the ditch, his books fluttering about like dry, white birds. When he got up, sucking his lips, the gate was only twenty yards further on.

The car motored by him in a large cloud of dust.

“I take it back, I take it back,” cried Jamie. “I take it back, what I said, I didn’t mean it.”

With a sudden bleat of terror, he ran for home. It was all his fault, all his fault!

The doctor’s car stood in front of the house.

Throught the window, Mama looked sicker. The doctor closed up his little black bag and looked at Dad a long time with strange lights in his little black eyes.

Jamie ran out onto the desert to walk alone. He did not cry. He was paralyzed, and he walked like an iron child, hating himself, blundering into the dry riverbed, kicking at prickly pears and stumbling again and again.

Hours later, with the first stars, he came home to find Dad standing beside Mama’s bed and Mama not saying much-just lying there like fallen snow, so quiet. Dad tightened his jaw, screwed up his eyes, caved in his chest, and put his head down.

Jamie took up a station at the end of the bed and stared at Mama, shouting instructions in his mind to her.

Get well, get well, Ma, get well, you’ll be all right, sure you’ll be fine, I command it, you’ll be fine, you’ll be swell, you just get up and dance around, we need you, Dad and I do, wouldn’t be good without you, get well, Ma, get well, Ma. Get well!

The fierce energy lashed out from him silently, wrapping, cuddling her and beating into her sickness, tendering her heart. Jamie felt glorified in his warm power.

She would get well. She must! Why, it was silly to think any other way. Ma just wasn’t the dying sort.

Dad moved suddenly. It was a stiff movement with a jerking of breath. He held Mama’s wrists so hard he might have broken them. He lay against her breasts sounding the heart and Jamie screamed inside.

Ma, don’t, Ma, don’t, oh, Ma, please don’t give up.

Dad got up, swaying.

She was dead.

Inside the walls of Jericho that was Jamie’s mind, a thought went screaming about in one last drive of power: Yes, she’s dead, all right, so she is dead, so what if she is dead? Bring her back to life again, yes, make her live again, Lazarus, come forth, Lazarus, Lazarus, come forth from the tomb, Lazarus, come forth.

He must have been babbling aloud, for Dad turned and glared at him in old, ancient horror and struck him bluntly across the mouth to shut him up.

Jamie sank against the bed, mouthing into the cold blankets, and the walls of Jericho crumbled and fell down about him.

Jamie returned to school a week later. He did not stride into the schoolyard with his old assurance; he did not bend imperiously at the fountain; nor did he pass his tests with anything more than a grade of seventy-five.

The children wondered what had happened to him. He was never quite the same.

They did not know that Jamie had given up his role. He could not tell them. They did not know what they had lost.



I See You Never




1947
The soft knock came at the kitchen door, and when Mrs. O’Brian opened it, there on the back porch were her best tenant, Mr. Ramirez, and two police officers, one on each side of him. Mr. Ramirez just stood there, walled in and small.

“Why, Mr. Ramirez!” said Mrs. O’Brian.

Mr. Ramirez was overcome. He did not seem to have words to explain.

He had arrived at Mrs. O’Brian’s rooming house more than two years earlier and had lived there ever since. He had come by bus from Mexico City to San Diego and had then gone up to Los Angeles. There he had found the clean little room, with glossy blue linoleum, and pictures and calendars on the flowered walls, and Mrs. O’Brian as the strict but kindly landlady. During the war, he had worked at the airplane factory and made parts for the planes that flew off somewhere, and even now, after the war, he still held his job. From the first, he had made big money. He saved some of it, and he got drunk only once a week-a privilege that, to Mrs. O’Brian’s way of thinking, every good workingman deserved, unquestioned and unreprimanded.

Inside Mrs. O’Brian’s kitchen, pies were baking in the oven. Soon the pies would come out with complexions like Mr. Ramirez’s, brown and shiny and crisp, with slits in them for the air almost like the slits of Mr. Ramirez’s dark eyes. The kitchen smelled good. The policemen leaned forward, lured by the odor. Mr. Ramirez gazed at his feet, as if they had carried him into all this trouble.

“What happened, Mr. Ramirez?” asked Mrs. O’Brian.

Behind Mrs. O’Brian, as he lifted his eyes, Mr. Ramirez saw the long table, laid with clean white linen and set with a platter, cool, shining glasses, a water pitcher with ice cubes floating inside it, a bowl of fresh potato salad, and one of bananas and oranges, cubed and sugared. At this table sat Mrs. O’Brian’s children-her three grown sons, eating and conversing, and her two younger daughters, who were staring at the policemen as they ate.

“I have been here thirty months,” said Mr. Ramirez quietly, looking at Mrs. O’Brian’s plump hands.

“That’s six months too long,” said one policeman. “He only had a temporary visa. We’ve just got around to looking for him.”

Soon after Mr. Ramirez had arrived, he bought a radio for his little room; evenings, he turned it up very loud and enjoyed it. And he had bought a wrist-watch and enjoyed that, too. And on many nights he had walked silent streets and seen the bright clothes in the windows and bought some of them, and he had seen the jewels and bought some of them for his few lady friends. And he had gone to picture shows five nights a week for a while. Then, also, he had ridden the streetcars-all night some nights-smelling the electricity, his dark eyes moving over the advertisements, feeling the wheels rumble under him, watching the little sleeping houses and big hotels slip by. Besides that, he had gone to large restaurants, where he had eaten many-course dinners, and to the opera and the theatre. And he had bought a car, which later, when he forgot to pay for it, the dealer had driven off angrily from in front of the rooming house.

“So here I am,” said Mr. Ramirez now, “to tell you that I must give up my room, Mrs. O’Brian. I come to get my baggage and clothes and go with these men.”

“Back to Mexico?”

“Yes. To Lagos. That is a little town north of Mexico City.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ramirez.”

“I’m packed,” said Mr. Ramirez hoarsely, blinking his dark eyes rapidly and moving his hands helplessly before him. The policemen did not touch him. There was no necessity for that. “Here is the key, Mrs. O’Brian,” Mr. Ramirez said, “I have my bag already.”

Mrs. O’Brian, for the first time, noticed a suitcase standing behind him on the porch.

Mr. Ramirez looked in again at the huge kitchen, at the bright silver cutlery and the young people eating and the shining waxed floor. He turned and looked for a long moment at the apartment house next door, rising up three stories, high and beautiful. He looked at the balconies and fire escapes and back-porch stairs, at the lines of laundry snapping in the wind.

“You’ve been a good tenant,” said Mrs. O’Brian.

“Thank you, thank you, Mrs. O’Brian,” he said softly. He closed his eyes.

Mrs. O’Brian stood holding the door half open. One of her sons, behind her, said that her dinner was getting cold, but she shook her head at him and turned back to Mr. Ramirez. She remembered a visit she had once made to some Mexican border towns-the hot days, the endless crickets leaping and falling or lying dead and brittle like the small cigars in the shop windows’ and the canals taking river water out to the farms, the dirt roads, the scorched fields, the little adobe houses, the bleached clothes, the eroded landscape. She remembered the silent towns, the warm beer, the hot, thick foods each day. She remembered the slow, dragging horses and the parched jack rabbits on the road. She remembered the iron mountains and the dusty valleys and the ocean beaches that spread hundreds of miles with no sound but the waves -no cars, no buildings, nothing.

“I’m sure sorry, Mr. Ramirez,” she said.

“I don’t want to go back, Mrs. O’Brian,” he said weakly. “I like it here. I want to stay here. I’ve worked, I’ve got money. I look all right, don’t I? And I don’t want to go back!”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ramirez,” she said. “I wish there was something I could do.”

“Mrs. O’Brian!” he cried suddenly, tears rolling out from under his eyelids. He reached out his hands and took her hand fervently, shaking it, wringing it, holding to it. “Mrs. O’Brian, I see you never, I see you never!”

The policemen smiled at this, but Mr. Ramirez did not notice it, and they stopped smiling very soon.

“Goodbye, Mrs. O’Brian. You have been good to me. Oh, goodbye, Mrs. O’Brian. I see you never”

The policemen waited for Mr. Ramirez to turn, pick up his suitcase, and walk away. Then they followed him, tipping their caps to Mrs. O’Brian. She watched them go down the porch steps. Then she shut the door quietly and went slowly back to her chair at the table. She pulled the chair out and sat down. She picked up the shining knife and fork and started once more upon her steak.

“Hurry up, Mom,” said one of the sons. “It’ll be cold.”

Mrs. O’Brian took one bite and chewed on it for a long, slow time; then she stared at the closed door. She laid down her knife and fork.

“What’s wrong, Ma?” asked her son.

“I just realized,” said Mrs. O’Brian-she put her hand to her face-“I’ll never see Mr. Ramirez again.”



Interim (Time Intervening)




1947
Very late on this night, the old man came from his house with a flashlight in his hand and asked of the little boys the object of their frolic. The little boys gave no answer, but tumbled on in the leaves.

The old man went into his house and sat down and worried. It was three in the morning. He saw his own pale, small hands trembling on his knees. He was all joints and angles, and his face, reflected above the mantel, was no more than a pale cloud of breath exhaled upon the mirror.

The children laughed softly outside, in the leaf piles.

He switched out his flashlight quietly and sat in the dark. Why he should be bothered in any way by playing children he could not know. But it was late for them to be out, at three in the morning, playing. He was very cold.

There was a sound of a key in the door and the old man arose to go see who could possibly be coming into his house. The front door opened and a young man entered with a young woman. They were looking at each other softly and tenderly, holding hands, and the old man stared at them and cried, “What are you doing in my house?”

The young man and the young woman replied, “What are you doing in our house? Here now, old man, get on out!” And the young man took the old man by the elbow, searched him to see if he had stolen anything, and shoved him out the door and closed and locked it.

“This is my house. You can’t lock me out!” The old man beat at the door, then stood back in the dark morning air and looked up at the lights shining in the warm windows and rooms upstairs and then, with a motion of shadows, going out. The old man walked down the street and came back and still the small boys rolled in the icy morning leaves, not seeing him.

He stood before the house as he watched the lights turned on and turned off more than a few thousand times as hĺ counted softly under his breath.

A boy of about fourteen ran up to the house, a football in his hand, and opened the door without unlocking it and went in. The door closed.

Half an hour later, with the morning wind rising, the old man saw a car pull up and a plump woman get out with a little boy three years old. As they walked across the wet lawn the woman looked at the old man and said, “Is that you, Mr. Terle?”

“Yes,” said the old man automatically, for somehow he didn’t wish to frighten her. But it was a lie. He knew he was not Mr. Terle at all. Mr. Terle lived down the street.

The lights glowed on and off a thousand more times.

The children rustled softly in the leaves.

A seventeen-year-old boy bounded across the street, smelling faintly of the smudged lipstick on his cheek, almost knocked the old man down, cried, “Sorry!” and leaped up the porch steps and went in.

The old man stood there with the town lying asleep on all sides of him; the unlit windows, the breathing rooms, the stars all through the trees, liberally caught and held on winter branches, like so much snow suspended glittering on the cold air.

“That’s my house; who are all those people going in and out?” the old man cried to the wrestling children.

The wind blew, shaking the empty trees.

In the year which was 1923 the house was dark. A car drove up before it; the mother stepped from the car with her son William, who was three. William looked at the dusky morning world and saw his house and as he felt his mother lead him toward the house he heard her say, “Is that you, Mr. Terle?” and in the shadows by the great wind-filled oak tree an old man stood and replied, “Yes.” The door closed.

In the year which was 1934 William came running in the summer night, feeling the football cradled in his hands, feeling the murky night street pass under his running feet, along the sidewalk. He smelled, rather than saw, an old man as he ran past. Neither of them spoke. And so, on into the house.

In the year 1937 William ran with antelope boundings across the street, a smell of lipstick on his face, a smell of someone young and fresh upon his cheeks; all thoughts of love and deep night. He almost knocked the stranger down, cried, “Sorry!” and ran to open the front door.

In the year 1947 a car stopped before the house, William relaxed, his wife beside him. He wore a fine tweed suit, it was late, he was tired, they both smelled faintly of too many drinks offered and accepted. For a moment they both heard the wind in the trees. They got out of the car and let themselves into the house with a key. An old man came from the living room and cried, “What are you doing in my house?”

“What are you doing in our house?” said William. “Here now, old man, get on out.” And William, feeling faintly sick in his stomach, for there was something about the old man that made him feel cold, searched the old man and pushed him out the door and closed and locked it. From outside the old man cried, “This is my house. You can’t lock me out!”

They went up to bed and turned out the lights.

In the year 1928 William and the other small boys wrestled on the lawn, waiting for the time when they would leave to watch the circus come chuffing into the pale-dawn railroad station on the blue metal tracks. In the leaves they lay and laughed and kicked and fought. An old man with a flashlight came across the lawn. “Why are you playing here on my lawn at this time of morning?” asked the old man.

“Who are you?” replied William, looking up a moment from the tangle.

The old man stood over the tumbling children a long moment. Then he dropped his flash. “Oh, my dear boy, know now, now I know!” He bent to touch the boy. “I am you and you are me. I love you, my dear boy, with all of my heart! Let me tell you what will happen to you in the years to come! If you knew! My name is William-so is yours! And all these people going into the house, they are William, they are you, they are me!” The old man shivered.“Oh, all the long years and time passing!”

“Go away,” said the boy. “You’re crazy.”

“But-” said the old man.

“You’re nuts! I’ll call my dad!”

The old man backed off and walked away.

There was a flickering of the house lights, on and off. The boys wrestled quietly and secretly in the rustling leaves. The old man stood in shadow on the dark lawn.

Upstairs, in his bed, in the year 1947, William Latting did not sleep. He sat up, lit a cigarette, and looked out the window. His wife was awake. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“That old man,” said William Latting. “I think he’s still down there, under the oak tree.”

“Oh, he couldn’t be,” she said.

William drew quietly on his cigarette and nodded. “Who are those kids?”

“What kids?”

“On the lawn there. What a helluva time of night to be messing around in the leaves!”

“Probably the Moran boys.”

“Hell! At this hour? No, no.”

He stood by the window, eyes shut. “You hear something?”

“What?”

“A baby crying. Somewhere … ?

“I don’t hear anything,” she said.

She lay listening. They both thought they heard running footsteps on the street, the front doorknob turn. William Latting went to the hall and looked down the stairs but saw nothing.

In the year 1937, coming in the door, William saw a man in a dressing gown at the top of the stairs, looking down, with a cigarette in his hand. “That you, Dad?” No answer. The man upstairs sighed and stepped back in darkness. William walked to the kitchen to raid the icebox.

The children wrestled in the soft, dark leaves of morning.

William Latting said, “Listen.”

He and his wife listened.

“It’s that old man,” said William, “crying.”

“Why?”

“Why does anyone cry? Maybe he’s unhappy.”

“If he’s still there in the morning,” said his wife in the dark, “call the police.”

William Latting turned away from the window, put out his cigarette, and lay in bed, staring at the shadows on the ceiling that flicked off and on a thousand times, silently. “No,” he said at last. “I won’t call the police. Not for him.”

“Why not?”

His voice almost whispered. “I wouldn’t want to do that. I just couldn’t.”

They both lay there and faintly there was a sound of crying and the wind blew and William Latting knew that all he had to do if he wanted to watch the boys wrestling in the icy leaves of morning would be to reach out with his hand and lift the shade and look, and there they would be, far below, wrestling and wrestling, as the dawn came pale in the eastern sky.

With all his heart, soul, and blood he wanted to go out and lie in the leaves with them, and let the leaves bury him deep as he snuffed them in, eyes wet. He could go out there now …

Instead, he turned on his side and could not close his eyes, and could not sleep.



Jack-In-The-Box




1947
He looked through the cold morning windows with the Jack-in-the-Box in his hands, prying the rusted lid. But no matter how he struggled, the Jack would not jump to the light with a cry, or slap its velvet mittens on the air, or bob in a dozen directions with a wild and painted smile. Crushed under the lid, in its jail, it stayed crammed tight coil on coil. With your ear to the box, you felt pressure beneath, the fear and panic of the trapped toy. It was like holding someone’s heart in your hand. Edwin could not tell if the box pulsed or if his own blood beat against the lid.

He threw the box down and looked to the window. Outside the window the trees surrounded the house which surrounded Edwin. He could not see beyond the trees. If he tried to find another World beyond them, the trees wove themselves thick with the wind, to still his curiosity, to stop his eyes.

“Edwin!” Behind him, Mother’s waiting, nervous breath as she drank her breakfast coffee. “Stop staring. Come eat.”

“No,” he whispered.

“What?” A stiffened rustle. She must have turned. “Which is more important, breakfast or that window?”

“The window…” he whispered and sent his gaze running the paths and trails he had tried for thirteen years. Was it true that the trees flowed on ten thousand miles to nothingness? He could not say. His sight returned defeated, to the lawn, the steps, his hands trembling on the pane.

He turned to eat his tasteless apricots, alone with his mother in the vast and echoing breakfast room. Five thousand mornings at this table, this window, and no movement beyond the trees.

The two of them ate silently.

She was the pale woman that no one but the birds saw in old country houses in fourth-floor cupola windows, each morning at six, each afternoon at four, each evening at nine, and also passing by one minute after midnight, there she would be, in her tower, silent and white, high and alone and quiet. It was like passing a deserted greenhouse in which one last wild white blossom lifted its head to the moonlight.

And her child, Edwin, was the thistle that one breath of wind might unpod in a season of thistles. His hair was silken and his eyes were of a constant blue and feverish temperature. He had a haunted look, as if he slept poorly. He might fly apart like a packet of ladyfinger firecrackers if a certain door slammed.

His mother began to talk, slowly and with great caution, then more rapidly, and then angrily, and then almost spitting at him.

“Why must you disobey every morning? I don’t like your staring from the window, do you hear? What do you want? Do you want to see them?” she cried, her fingers twitching. She was blazingly lovely, like an angry white flower. “Do you want to see the Beasts that run down paths and crush people like strawberries?”

Yes, he thought, I’d like to see the Beasts, horrible as they are.

“Do you want to go out there,” she cried, “like your father did before you were born, and be killed as he was killed, struck down by one of those Terrors on the road, would you like that?”

“No …”

“Isn’t it enough they murdered your Father? Why should you even think of those Beasts?” She motioned toward the forest. “Well, if you really want to die that much, go ahead!”

She quieted, but her fingers kept opening and closing on the tablecloth. “Edwin, Edwin, your Father built every part of this World, it was beautiful for him, it should be for you. There’s nothing, nothing, beyond those trees but death; I won’t have you near it! This is the World. There’s no other worth bothering with.”

He nodded miserably.

“Smile now, and finish your toast,” she said.

He ate slowly, with the window reflected in secret on his silver spoon.

“Mom …?” He couldn’t say it. “What’s … dying? You talk about it. Is it a feeling?”

“To those who must live on after someone else, a bad feeling, yes.” She stood up suddenly. “You’re late for school! Run!”

He kissed her as he grabbed his books. “Bye!”

“Say hello to Teacher!”

 

He fled from her like a bullet from gun. Up endless staircases, through passages, halls, past windows that poured down dark gallery panels like white waterfalls. Up, up through the layercake Worlds with the thick frostings of Oriental rug between, and bright candles on top.

From the highest stair he gazed down through four intervals of Universe.

Lowlands of kitchen, dining room, parlor. Two Middle Countries of music, games, pictures, and locked, forbidden rooms. And here—he whirled—the Highlands of picnics, adventure, and learning. Here he roamed, idled, or sat singing lonely child songs on the winding journey to school.

This, then, was the Universe. Father (or God, as Mother often called him) had raised its mountains of wailpapered plaster long ago. This was Father-God’s creation, in which stars blazed at the flick of a switch. And the sun was Mother, and Mother was the sun, about which all the Worlds swung, turning. And Edwin, a small dark meteor, spun up around through the dark carpets and shimmering tapestries of space. You saw him rise to vanish on vast comet staircases, on hikes and explorations.

Sometimes he and Mother picnicked in the Highlands, spread cool snow linens on red-tuffed, Persian lawns, on crimson meadows in a rarefied plateau at the summit of the Worlds where flaking portraits of sallow strangers looked meanly down on their eating and their revels. They drew water from silver taps in hidden tiled niches, smashed the tumblers on hearthstones, shrieking. Played hide-and-seek in enchanted Upper Countries, in unknown, wild, and hidden lands, where she found him rolled like a mummy in a velvet window drape or under sheeted furniture like a rare plant protected from some wind. Once, lost, he wandered for hours in insane foothills of dust and echoes, where the hooks and hangers in closets were hung only with night. But she found him and carried him weeping down through the leveling Universe to the Parlor where dust motes, exact and familiar, fell in showers of sparks on the sunlit air.

He ran up a stair.

Here he knocked a thousand thousand doors, all locked and forbidden. Here Picasso ladies and Dali gentlemen screamed silently from canvas asylums, their gold eyes burning when he dawdled.

“Those Things live out there,” his mother had said, pointing to the Dali-Picasso families.

Now running quickly past, he stuck out his tongue at them.

He stopped running.

One of the forbidden doors stood op en.

Sunlight slanted warm through it, exciting him.

Beyond the door, a spiral stair screwed around up in sun and silence.

He stood, gasping. Year after year he had tried the doors that were always found locked. What would happen now if he shoved this one full open and climbed the stair? Was some Monster hiding at the top?

“Hello!”

His voice leapt up around the spiraled sunlight. “Hello …” whispered a faint, far lazy echo, high, high, and gone.

He moved through the door.

“Please, please, don’t hurt me,” he whispered to the high sunlit place.

He climbed, pausing with each step to wait for his punishment, eyes shut like a penitent. Faster now, he leapt around and around and up until his knees ached and his breath fountained in and out and his head banged like a bell and at last he reached the terrible summit of the climb and stood in an open, sun-drenched tower.

The sun struck his eyes a blow. Never, never so much sun! He stumbled to the iron rail.

“It’s there!” His mouth opened from one direction to another. “It’s there!” He ran in a circle. “There!”

He was above the somber tree barrier. For the first time he stood high over the windy chestnuts and elms and as far as he could see was green grass, green trees, and white ribbons on which beetles ran, and the other half of the world was blue and endless, with the sun lost and dropping away in an incredible deep blue room so vast he felt himself fall with it, screamed, and clutched the tower ledge, and beyond the trees, beyond the white ribbons where the beetles ran he saw things like fingers sticking up, but he saw no Dali-Picasso terrors, he saw only some small red-and-white-andblue handkerchiefs fluttering high on great white poles.

He was suddenly sick; he was sick again.

Turning, he almost fell flat down the stairs.

He slammed the forbidden door, fell against it

“You’ll go blind.” He crushed his hands to his eyes. “You shouldn’t have seen, you shouldn’t, you shouldn’t!”

He fell to his knees, he lay on the floor twisted tight, covered up. He need wait but a moment—the blindness would come.

Five minutes later he stood at an ordinary Highlands window, looking out at his own familiar Garden World.

He saw once more the elms and hickory trees and the stone wall, and that forest which he had taken to be an endless wall itself, beyond which lay nothing but nightmare nothingness, mist, rain, and eternal night. Now it was certain, the Universe did not end with the forest. There were other worlds than those contained in Highland or Lowland.

He tried the forbidden door again. Locked.

Had he really gone up? Had he really discovered those halfgreen, half-blue vastnesses? Had God seen him? Edwin trembled. God. God, who smoked mysterious black pipes and wielded magical walking sticks. God who might be watching even now!

Edwin murmured, touching his cold face.

“I can still see. Thank you, thank you. I can still see!”

 

At nine-thirty, half an hour late, he rapped on the school door.

“Good morning, Teacher!”

The door swung open. Teacher waited in her tall gray, thickclothed monk’s robe, the cowl hiding her face. She wore her usual silver spectacles. Her gray-gloved hands beckoned.

“You’re late.”

Beyond her the land of books burned in bright colors from the hearth. There were walls bricked with encyclopedias, and a fireplace in which you could stand without bumping your head. A log blazed fiercely.

The door closed, and there was a warm quiet. Here was the desk, where God had once sat, he’d walked this carpet, stuffing his pipe with rich tobacco, and scowled out that vast, stained-glass window. The room smelled of God, rubbed wood, tobacco, leather, and silver coins. Here, Teacher’s voice sang like a solemn harp, telling of God, the old days, and the World when it had shaken with God’s determination, trembled at his wit, when the World was abuilding under God’s hand, a blueprint, a cry, and timber rising. God’s fingerprints still lay like half-melted snowflakes on a dozen sharpened pencils in a locked glass display. They must never never be touched lest they melt away forever.

Here, here in the Highlands, to the soft sound of Teacher’s voice running on, Edwin learned what was expected of him and his body. He was to grow into a Presence, he must fit the odors and the trumpet voice of God. He must some day stand tall and burning with pale fire at this high window to shout dust off the beams of the Worlds; he must be God Himself! Nothing must prevent it. Not the sky or the trees or the Things beyond the trees.

Teacher moved like a vapor in the room.

“Why are you late, Edwin?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll ask you again. Edwin why are you late?”

“One—one of the forbidden doors was open… .”

He heard the hiss of Teacher’s breath. He saw her slowly slide back and sink into the large hand-carved chair, swallowed by darkness, her glasses flashing light before they vanished. He felt her looking out at him from shadow and her voice was numbed and so like a voice he heard at night, his own voice crying just before he woke from some nightmare. “Which door? Where?” she said. “Oh, it must be locked!”

“The door by the Dali-Picasso people,” he said, in panic. He and Teacher had always been friends. Was that finished now? Had he spoiled things? “I climbed the stair. I had to, I had to! I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please, don’t tell Mother!”

Teacher sat lost in the hollow chair, in the hollow cowl. Her glasses made faint firefly glitters in the well where she moved alone. “And what did you see up there?” she murmured.

“A big blue room!”

“Did you?”

“And a green one, and ribbons with bugs running on them, hut I didn’t, I didn’t stay long, I swear, I swear!”

“Green room, ribbons, yes ribbons, and the little bugs running along them, yes,” she said, and her voice made him sad.

He reached out for her hand, but it fell away to her lap and groped back, in darkness, to her breast. “I came right down, I locked the door, I won’t go look again, ever!” he cried.

Her voice was so faint he could hardly hear what she said. “But now you’ve seen, and you’ll want to see more, and you’ll always he curious now.” The cowl moved slowly back and forth. Its deepness turned toward him, questioning. “Did you—_like_ what you saw?”

“I was scared. It was big.”

“Big, yes, too big. Large, large, so large, Edwin. Not like our world. Big, large, uncertain. Oh, why did you do this! You knew it was wrong!”

The fire bloomed and withered on the hearth while she waited for his answer and finally when he could not answer she said, as if her lips were barely moving, “Is it your Mother?”

“I don’t know!”

“Is she nervous, is she mean, does she snap at you, does she hold too tight, do you want time alone, is that it, is that it, is that it?”

“Yes, yes!” he sobbed, wildly.

“Is that why you ran off, she demands all your time, all your thoughts?” Lost and sad, her voice. “Tell me …”

His hands had gone sticky with tears. “Yes!” He bit his fingers and the backs of his hands. “Yes!” It was wrong to admit such things, but he didn’t have to say them now, she said them, she said them, and all he must do is agree, shake his head, bite his knuckles, cry out between sobs.

Teacher was a million years old.

“We learn,” she said, wearily. Rousing from her chair, she moved with a slow swaying of gray robes to the desk where her gloved hand searched a long time to find pen and paper. “We learn, Oh God, but slowly, and with pain, we learn. We think we do right, but all the time, all the time, we kill the Plan… .” She hissed hef breath, jerked her head up suddenly. The cowl looked completely empty, shivering.

She wrote words on the paper.

“Give this to your mother. It tells her you must have two full hours every afternoon to yourself, to prowl where you wish. Anywhere. Except out there. Are you listening, child?”

“Yes.” He dried his face. “But—”

“Go on.”

“Did Mother lie to me about out there, and the Beasts?”

“Look at me,” she said. “I’ve been your friend, I’ve never beaten you, as your mother sometimes must. We’re both here to help you understand and grow so you won’t be destroyed as God was.”

She arose, and in rising, turned the cowl such a way that color from the hearth washed over her face. Swiftly, the firelight erased her many wrinkles.

Edwin gasped. His heart gave a jolting thump. “The fire!”

Teacher froze.

“The fire!” Edwin looked at the fire and back to her face. The cowl jerked away from his gaze, the face vanished in the deep well, gone. “Your face,” said Edwin numbly. “You look like Mother!”

She moved swiftly to the books, seized one down. She talked to the shelves in her high, singing monotonous voice. “Women look alike, you know that! Forget it! Here, here!” And she brought him the book. “Read the first chapter! Read the diary!”

Edwin took the book but did not feel its weight in his hands. The fire rumbled and sucked itself brilliantly up the flue as he began to read and as he read Teacher sank back down and settled and quieted and the more he read the more the gray cowl nodded and became serene, the hidden face like a clapper gone solemn in its bell. Firelight ignited the gold animal lettering of the shelved books as he read and he spoke the words but was really thinking of these books from which pages had been razored, and clipped, certain lines erased, certain pictures torn, the leather jaws of some books glued tight, others like mad dogs, muzzled in hard bronze straps to keep him away. All this he thought while his lips moved through the fire-quiet:

“In the Beginning was God, Who created the Universe, and the Worlds within the Universe, the Continents within the Worlds and the Lands within the Continents, and shaped from His mind and hand His loving wife and a child who in time would he God Himself …”

Teacher nodded slowly. The fire fell softly away to slumbering coals. Edwin read on.

 

Down the banister, breathless, he slid into the Parlor. “Mom, Mom!”

She lay in a plump maroon chair, breathless, as if she, too, had run a great way.

“Mom, Mom, you’re soaking wet!”

“Am I?” she said, as if it was his fault she’d been rushing about. “So I am, so I am.” She took a deep breath and sighed. Then she took his hands and kissed each one. She looked at him steadily, her eyes dilating. “Well now, listen here, I’ve a surprise! Do you know what’s coming tomorrow? You can’t guess! Your birthday!”

“But it’s only been ten months!”

“Tomorrow it is! Do us wonders, I say. And anything I say is so is really so, my dear.”

She laughed.

“And we open another secret room?” He was dazed.

“The fourteenth room, yes! Fifteenth room next year, sixteenth, seventeenth, and so on and on till your twenty-first birthday, Edwin! Then, oh, then we’ll open up the triple-locked doors to the most important room and you’ll be Man of the House, Father, God, Ruler of the Universe!”

“Hey,” he said. And, “Hey!” He tossed his books straight up in the air. They exploded like a great burst of doves, whistling. He laughed. She laughed. Their laughter flew and fell with the books. He ran to scream down the banister again.

At the bottom of the stairs, she waited, arms wide, to catch him.

 

Edwin lay on his moonlit bed and his fingers pried at the Jack-in-the-Box, but the lid stayed shut; he turned it in his hands, blindly, but did not look down at it. Tomorrow, his birthday—but why? Was he that good? No. Why then, should the birthday come so soon? Well, simply because things had gotten, what word could you use? Nervous? Yes, things had begun to shimmer by day as well as by night. He saw the white tremor, the moonlight sifting down and down of an invisible snow in his mother’s face. It would take yet another of his birthdays to quiet her again.

“My birthdays,” he said to the ceiling, “will come quicker from now on. I know, I know. Mom laughs so loud, so much, and her eyes are funny… .”

Would Teacher be invited to the party? No. Mother and Teacher had never met. “Why not?” “Because,” said Mom. “Don’t you want to meet Mom, Teacher?” “Some day,” said Teacher, faintly, blowing off like cobwebs in the hall. “Some … day… .”

And where did Teacher go at night? Did she drift through all those secret mountain countries high up near the moon where the chandeliers were skinned blind with dust, or did she wander out beyond the trees that lay beyond the trees that lay beyond the trees? No, hardly that!

He twisted the toy in his sweating hands. Last year, when things began to tremble and quiver, hadn’t Mother advanced his birthday several months, too? Yes, oh, yes, yes.

Think of something else. God. God building cold midnight cellar, sun-baked attic, and all miracles between. Think of the hour of His death, crushed by some monstrous beetle beyond the wall. Oh, how the Worlds must have rocked with His passing!

Edwin moved the Jack-in-the-Box to his face, whispered against the lid. “Hello! Hello! Hello, hello …”

No answer save the sprung-tight coiled-in tension there. I’ll get you out, thought Edwin. Just wait, just wait. It may hurt, but there’s only one way. Here, here …

And he moved from bed to window and leaned far out, looking down to the marbled walk in the moonlight. He raised the box high, felt the sweat trickle from his armpit, felt his fingers clench, felt his arm jerk. He flung the box out, shouting. The box tumbled in the cold air, down. It took a long time to strike the marble pavement.

Edwin bent still further over, gasping.

“Well?” he cried. “Well?” and again, “You there!” and “You!”

The echoes faded. The box lay in the forest shadows. He could not see if the crash had broken it wide. He could not see if the Jack had risen, smiling, from its hideous jail or if it bobbed upon the wind now this way, that, this way, that, its silver bells jingling softly. He listened. He stood by the window for an hour staring, listening, and at last went back to bed.

 

Morning. Bright voices moved near and far, in and out the Kitchen World and Edwin opened his eyes. Whose voices, now whose could they he? Some of God’s workmen? The Dali people? But Mother hated them; no. The voices faded in a humming roar. Silence. And from a great distance, a running, running grew louder and still louder until the door burst open.

“Happy Birthday!”

They danced, they ate frosted cookies, they bit lemon ices, they drank pink wines, and there stood his name on a snow-powdered cake as Mother chorded the piano into an avalanche of sound and opened her mouth to sing, then whirled to seize him away to more strawberries, more wines, more laughter that shook chandeliers into trembling rain. Then, a silver key flourished, they raced to unlock the fourteenth forbidden door.

“Ready! Hold on!”

The door whispered into the wall.

“Oh,” said Edwin.

For, disappointingly enough, this fourteenth room was nothing at all but a dusty dull-brown closet. It promised nothing as had the rooms given him on other anniversaries! His sixth birthday present, now, had been the schoolroom in the Highlands. On his seventh birthday he had opened the playroom in the Lowlands. Eighth, the music room; ninth, the miraculous hell-fired kitchen! Tenth was the room where phonographs hissed in a continuous exhalation of ghosts singing on a gentle wind. Eleventh was the vast green diamond room of the Garden with a carpet that had to be cut instead of swept!

“Oh, don’t be disappointed; move!” Mother, laughing, pushed him in the closet. “Wait till you see how magical! Shut the door!”

She thrust a red button flush with the wall.

Edwin shrieked. “No!”

For the room was quivering, working, like a mouth that held them in iron jaws; the room moved, the wall slid away below.

“Oh, hush now, darling,” she said. The door drifted down through the floor, and a long insanely vacant wall slithered by like an endlessly rustling snake to bring another door and another door with it that did not stop but traveled on while Edwin screamed and clutched his mother’s waist. The room whined and cleared its throat somewhere; the trembling ceased, the room stood still. Edwin stared at a strange new door and heard his mother say go on, open it, there, now, there. And the new door gaped upon still further mystery. Edwin blinked.

“The Highlands! This is the Highlands! How did we get here? Where’s the Parlor, Mom, where’s the Parlor?”

She fetched him out through the door. “We jumped straight up, and we flew. Once a week, you’ll fly to school instead of running the long way around!”

He still could not move, but only stood looking at the mystery of Land exchanged for Land, of Country replaced by higher and further Country.

“Oh, Mother, Mother …” he said.

 

It was a sweet long time in the deep grass of the garden where they idled most deliciously, sipped huge cupfuls of apple cider with their elbows on crimson silk cushions, their shoes kicked off, their toes bedded in sour dandelions, sweet clover. Mother jumped twice when she heard Monsters roar beyond the forest. Edwin kissed her cheek. “It’s all right,” he said, “I’ll protect you.”

“I know you will,” she said, but she turned to gaze at the pattern of trees, as if any moment the chaos out there might smash the forest with a blow and stamp its Titan’s foot down and grind them to dust.

Late in the long blue afternoon, they saw a chromium bird thing fly through a bright rift in the trees, high and roaring. They ran for the Parlor, heads bent as before a green storm of lightning and rain, feeling the sound pour blinding showers to drench them.

Crackle, crackle—the birthday burnt away to cellophane nothingness. At sunset, in the dim soft Parlor Country, Mother inhaled champagne with her tiny seedling nostrils and her pale summerrose mouth, then, drowsy wild, herded Edwin off to his room and shut him in.

He undressed in slow-pantomimed wonder, thinking, this year, next year, and which room two years, three years, from today? What about the Beasts, the Monsters? And being mashed and God killed? What was killed? What was Death? Was Death a feeling? Did God enjoy it so much he never came back? Was Death a journey then?

In the hail, on her way downstairs, Mother dropped a champagne bottle. Edwin heard and was cold, for the thought that jumped through his head was, that’s how Mother’d sound. If she fell, if she broke, you’d find a million fragments in the morning. Bright crystal and clear wine on the parquet flooring, that’s all you’d see at dawn.

 

Morning was the smell of vines and grapes and moss in his room, a smell of shadowed coolness. Downstairs, breakfast was in all probability, at this instant, manifesting itself in a fingersnap on the wintry tables.

Edwin got up to wash and dress and wait, feeling fine. Now things would be fresh and new for at least a month. Today, like all days, there’d be breakfast, school, lunch, songs in the music room, an hour or two at the electrical games, then—tea in the Outlands, on the luminous grass. Then up to school again for a late hour or so, where he and Teacher might prowl the censored library together and he’d puzzle with words and thoughts about that world out there that had been censored from his eyes.

He had forgotten Teacher’s note. Now, he must give it to Mother.

He opened the door. The hall was empty. Down through the deeps of the Worlds, a soft mist floated, through a silence which no footsteps broke; the hills were quiet; the silver fonts did not pulse in the first sunlight, and the banister, coiling up from the mists was a prehistoric monster peering into his room. He pulled away from this creature, looking to find Mother, like a white boat, drifted by the dawn tides and vapors below.

She was not there. He hurried down through the hushed lands, calling, “Mother!”

 

He found her in the Parlor, collapsed on the floor in her shiny green-gold party dress, a champagne goblet in one hand, the carpet littered with broken glass.

She was obviously asleep, so he sat at the magical breakfast table. He blinked at the empty white cloth and the gleaming plates. There was no food. All his life wondrous foods had awaited him here. But not today.

“Mother, wake up!” He ran to her. “Shall I go to school? Where’s the food? Wake up!”

He ran up the stairs.

The Highlands were cold and shadowed, and the white glass suns no longer glowed from the ceilings in this day of sullen fog. Down dark corridors, through dim continents of silence, Edwin rushed. He rapped and rapped at the school door. It drifted in, whining, by itself.

The school lay empty and dark. No fire roared on the hearth to toss shadows on the beamed ceiling. There was not a crackle or a whisper.

“Teacher?”

He poised in the center of the flat, cold room.

“Teacher!” he screamed.

He slashed the drapes aside; a faint shaft of sunlight fell through the stained glass.

Edwin gestured. He commanded the fire to explode like a popcorn kernel on the hearth. He commanded it to bloom to life! He shut his eyes, to give Teacher time to appear. He opened his eyes and was stupefied at what he saw on her desk.

Neatly folded was the gray cowl and robe, atop which gleamed her silver spectacles, and one gray glove. He touched them. One gray glove was gone. A piece of greasy cosmetic chalk lay on the robe. Testing it, he made dark lines on his hands.

He drew back, staring at Teacher’s empty robe, the glasses, the greasy chalk. His hand touched a knob of a door which had always been locked. The door swung slowly wide. He looked into a small brown closet.

“Teacher!”

He ran in, the door crashed shut, he pressed a red button. The room sank down, and with it sank a slow mortal coldness. The World was silent, quiet, and cool. Teacher gone and Mother—sleeping. Down fell the room, with him in its iron jaws.

Machinery clashed. A door slid open. Edwin ran out.

The Parlor!

Behind was not a door, but a tall oak panel from which he had emerged.

Mother lay uncaring, asleep. Folded under her, barely showing as he rolled her over, was one of Teacher’s soft gray gloves.

He stood near her, holding the incredible glove, for a long time. Finally, he began to whimper.

He fled back up to the Highlands. The hearth was cold, the room empty. He waited. Teacher did not come. He ran down again to the solemn Lowlands, commanded the table to fill with steaming dishes! Nothing happened. He sat by his mother, talking and pleading with her and touching her, and her hands were cold.

The clock ticked and the light changed in the sky and still she did not move, and he was hungry and the silent dust dropped down on the air through all the Worlds. He thought of Teacher and knew that if she was in none of the hills and mountains above, then there was only one place she could be. She had wandered, by error, into the Outlands, lost until someone found her. And so he must go out, call after her, bring her back to wake Mother, or she would lie here forever with the dust falling in the great darkened spaces.

Through the kitchen, out back, he found late afternoon sun and the Beasts hooting faintly beyond the rim of the World. He clung to the garden wall, not daring to let go, and in the shadows, at a distance, saw the shattered box he had flung from the window. Freckles of sunlight quivered on the broken lid and touched tremblingly over and over the face of the Jack jumped out and sprawled with its arms overhead in an eternal gesture of freedom. The doll smiled and did not smile, smiled and did not smile, as the sun winked on the mouth, and Edwin stood, hypnotized, above and beyond it. The doll opened its arms toward the path that led off between the secret trees, the forbidden path smeared with oily droppings of the Beasts. But the path lay silent and the sun warmed Edwin and he heard the wind blow softly in the trees. At last, he let go of the garden wall.

“Teacher?”

He edged along the path a few feet.

“Teacher!”

His shoes slipped on the animal droppings and he stared far down the motionless tunnel, blindly. The path moved under, the trees moved over him.

“Teacher!”

He walked slowly but steadily. He turned. Behind him lay his World and its very new silence. It was diminished, it was small! How strange to see it less than it had been. It had always and forever seemed so large. He felt his heart stop. He stepped back. But then, afraid of that silence in the World, he turned to face the forest path ahead.

Everything before him was new. Odors filled his nostrils, colors, odd shapes, incredible sizes filled his eyes.

If I run beyond the trees I’ll die, he thought, for that’s what Mother said. You’ll die, you’ll die.

But what’s dying? Another room? A blue room, a green room, far larger than all the rooms that ever were! But where’s the key? There, far ahead, a great half-open iron door, a wrought-iron gate. Beyond a room as large as the sky, all colored green with trees and grass! Oh, Mother, Teacher …

He rushed, stumbled, fell, got up, ran again, his numb legs under him were left behind as he fell down and down the side of a hill, the path gone, wailing, crying, and then not wailing or crying any more, but making new sounds. He reached the great rusted, screaming iron gate, leapt through; the Universe dwindled behind, he did not look back at his old Worlds, but ran as they withered and vanished.

 

The policeman stood at the curb, looking down the street.

“These kids. I’ll never be able to figure them.”

“How’s that?” asked the pedestrian.

The policeman thought it over and frowned. “Couple seconds ago a little kid ran by. He was laughing and crying, crying and laughing, both. He was jumping up and down and touching things. Things like lampposts, the telephone poles, fire hydrants, dogs, people. Things like sidewalks, fences, gates, cars, plateglass windows, barber poles. Hell, he even grabbed hold and looked at me, and looked at the sky, you should have seen the tears, and all the time he kept yelling and yelling something funny.”

“What did he yell?” asked the pedestrian.

“He kept yelling, ‘I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m glad I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m glad I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m dead, it’s good to be dead!’ “The policeman scratched his chin slowly. “One of them new kid games, I guess.”



The Cistern




1947
It was an afternoon of rain, and lamps lighted against the gray. For a long while the two sisters had been in the dining-room. One of them, Juliet, embroidered tablecloths; the younger, Anna, sat quietly on the window seat, staring out at the dark street and the dark sky.

Anna kept her brow pressed against the pane, but her lips moved and after reflecting a long moment, she said, “I never thought of that before.”

“Of what?” asked Juliet.

“It just came to me. There’s actually a city under a city. A dead city, right here, right under our feet.”

Juliet poked her needle in and out of the white cloth. “Come away from the window. That rain’s done something to you.”

“No, really. Didn’t you ever think of the cisterns before? They’re all through the town, there’s one for every street, and you can walk in them without bumping your head, and they go everywhere and finally go down to the sea,” said Anna, fascinated with the rain on the asphalt pavement out there and the rain falling from the sky and vanishing down the gratings at each corner of the distant intersection. “Wouldn’t you like to live in a cistern?”

“I would not!”

“But wouldn’t it be fun—I mean, very secret? To live in the cistern and peek up at people through the slots and see them and them not see you? Like when you were a child and played hide-andseek and nobody found you, and there you were in their midst all the time, all sheltered and hidden and warm and excited. I’d like that. That’s what it must be like to live in the cistern.”

Juliet looked slowly up from her work. “You are my sister, aren’t you, Anna? You were born, weren’t you? Sometimes, the way you talk, I think Mother found you under a tree one day and brought you home and planted you in a pot and grew you to this size and there you are, and you’ll never change.”

Anna didn’t reply, so Juliet went back to her needle. There was no color in the room; neither of the two sisters added any color to it. Anna held her head to the window for five minutes. Then she looked way off into the distance and said, “I guess you’d call it a dream. While I’ve been here, the last hour, I mean. Thinking. Yes, Juliet, it was a dream.”

Now it was Juliet’s turn not to answer.

Anna whispered. “All this water put me to sleep a while, I guess, and then I began to think about the rain and where it came from and where it went and how it went down those little slots in the curb, and then I thought about deep under, and suddenly there they were. A man… and a woman. Down in that cistern, under the road.”

“What would they be doing there?” asked Juliet.

Anna said, “Must they have a reason?”

“No, not if they’re insane, no,” said Juliet. “In that case no reasons are necessary. There they are in their cistern, and let them stay.”

“But they aren’t just in the cistern,” said Anna, knowingly, her head to one side, her eyes moving under the half-down lids. “No, they’re in love, these two.”

“For heaven’s sake,” said Juliet, “did love make them crawl down there?”

“No, they’ve been there for years and years,” said Anna.

“You can’t tell me they’ve been in that cistern for years, living together,” protested Juliet.

“Did I say they were alive?” asked Anna, surprised. “Oh, hut no. They’re dead.”

The rain scrambled in wild, pushing pellets down the window. Drops came and joined with others and made streaks.

“Oh,” said Juliet.

“Yes,” said Anna, pleasantly. “Dead. He’s dead and she’s dead.” This seemed to satisfy her; it was a nice discovery, and she was proud of it. “He looks like a very lonely man who never traveled in all his life.”

“How do you know?”

“He looks like the kind of man who never traveled but wanted to. You know by his eyes.”

“You know what he looks like, then?”

“Yes. Very ill and very handsome. You know how it is with a man made handsome by illness? Illness brings out the bones in the face.”

“And he’s dead?” asked the older sister.

“For five years.” Anna talked softly, with her eyelids rising and falling, as if she were about to tell a long story and knew it and wanted to work into it slowly, and then faster and then faster, until the very momentum of the story would carry her on, with her eyes wide and her lips parted. But now it was slowly, with only a slight fever to the telling. “Five years ago this man was walking along a street and he knew he’d been walking the same street on many nights and he’d go on walking it, so he came to a manhole cover, one of those big iron waffles in the center of the street, and he heard the river rushing under his feet, under the metal cover, rushing toward the sea.” Anna put out her right hand. “And he bent slowly and lifted up the cistern lid and looked down at the rushing foam and the water, and he thought of someone he wanted to love and couldn’t, and then he swung himself onto the iron rungs and walked down them until he was all gone… .”

“And what about her?” asked Juliet, busy. “When’d she die?”

“I’m not sure. She’s new. She’s just dead, now. But she is dead. Beautifully, beautifully dead.” Anna admired the image she had in her mind. “It takes death to make a woman really beautiful, and it takes death by drowning to make her most beautiful of all. Then all the stiffness is taken out of her, and her hair hangs up on the water like a drift of smoke.” She nodded her head, amusedly. “All the schools and etiquettes and teachings in the world can’t make a woman move with this dreamy ease, supple and ripply and fine.” Anna tried to show how fine, how ripply, how graceful, with her broad, coarse hand.

“He’d been waiting for her, for five years. But she hadn’t known where he was till now. So there they are, and will be, from now on… . In the rainy season they’ll live. But in the dry seasons—that’s sometimes months—they’ll have long rest periods, they’ll lie in little hidden niches, like those Japanese water flowers, all dry and compact and old and quiet.”

Juliet got up and turned on yet another little lamp in the corner of the dining-room. “I wish you wouldn’t talk about it.”

Anna laughed. “But let me tell you about how it starts, how they come back to life. I’ve got it all worked out.” She bent forward, held onto her knees, staring at the street and the rain and the cistern mouths. “There they are, down under, dry and quiet, and up above the sky gets electrical and powdery.” She threw back her dull, graying hair with one hand. “At first all the upper world is pellets. Then there’s lightning and then thunder and the dry season is over, and the little pellets run along the gutters and get big and fall into the drains. They take gum wrappers and theatre tickets with them, and bus transfers!”

“Come away from that window, now.”

Anna made a square with her hands and imagined things. “I know just what it’s like under the pavement, in the big square cistern. It’s huge. It’s all empty from the weeks with nothing but sunshine. It echoes if you talk. The only sound you can hear standing down there is an auto passing above. Far up above. The whole cistern is like a dry, hollow camel bone in a desert, waiting.”

She lifted her hand, pointing, as if she herself were down in the cistern, waiting. “Now, a little trickle. It comes down on the floor. It’s like something was hurt and bleeding up in the outer world. There’s some thunder! Or was it a truck going by?”

She spoke a little more rapidly now, but held her body relaxed against the window, breathing out, and in the next words: “It seeps down. Then, into all the other hollows come other seepages. Little twines and snakes. Tobacco-stained water. Then it moves. It joins others. It makes snakes and then one big constrictor which rolls along on the flat, papered floor. From everywhere, from the north and south, from other streets, other streams come and they join and make one hissing and shining coil. And the water writhes into those two little dry niches I told you about. It rises slowly around those two, the man and the woman, lying there like Japanese flowers.”

She clasped her hands, slowly, working finger into finger, interlacing.

“The water soaks into them. First, it lifts the woman’s hand. In a little move. Her hand’s the only live part of her. Then her arm lifts and one foot. And her hair…” she touched her own hair as it hung about her shoulders “… unloosens and opens out like a flower in the water. Her shut eyelids are blue. .

. .”

 

The room got darker, Juliet sewed on, and Anna talked and told all she saw in her mind. She told how the water rose and took the woman with it, unfolding her out and loosening her and standing her full upright in the cistern. “The water is interested in the woman, and she lets it have its way. After a long time of lying still, she’s ready to live again, any life the water wants her to have.”

Somewhere else, the man stood up in the water also. And Anna told of that, and how the water carried him slowly, drifting, and her, drifting, until they met each other. “The water opens their eyes. Now they can see but not see each other. They circle, not touching yet.” Anna made a little move of her head, eyes closed. “They watch each other. They glow with some kind of phosphorus. They smile… . They—touch hands.”

At last Juliet, stiffening, put down her sewing and stared at her sister, across the gray, rain-silent room.

“Anna!”

“The tide—makes them touch. The tide comes and puts them together. It’s a perfect kind of love, with no ego to it, only two bodies, moved by water, which makes it clean and all right. It’s not wicked, this way.”

“It’s bad you’re saying it!” cried her sister.

“No, it’s all right,” insisted Anna, turning for an instant. “They’re not thinking, are they? They’re just so deep down and quiet and not caring.”

She took her right hand and held it over her left hand very slowly and gently, quavering and interweaving them. The rainy window, with the pale spring light penetrating, put a movement of light and running water on her fingers, made them seem submerged, fathoms deep in gray water, running one about the other as she finished her little dream:

“Him, tall and quiet, his hands open.” She showed with a gesture how tall and how easy he was in the water. “Her, small and quiet and relaxed.” She looked at her sister, leaving her hands just that way. “They’re dead, with no place to go, and no one to tell them. So there they are, with nothing applying to them and no worries, very secret and hidden under the earth in the cistern waters. They touch their hands and lips and when they come into a cross-street outlet of the cistern, the tide rushes them together. Then, later …” she disengaged her hands… “maybe they travel together, hand in hand, bobbling and floating down all the streets, doing little crazy upright dances when they’re caught in sudden swirls.” She whirled her hands about, a drenching of rain spatted the window. “And they go down to the sea, all across the town, past cross drain and cross drain, street and street. Genesee Avenue, Crenshaw, Edmond Place, Washington, Motor City, Ocean Side and then the ocean. They go anywhere the water wants them, all over the earth, and come back later to the cistern inlet and float back up under the town, under a dozen tobacco shops and four dozen liquor stores, and six dozen groceries and ten theatres, a rail junction, Highway 101, under the walking feet of thirty thousand people who don’t even know or think of the cistern.”

Anna’s voice drifted and dreamed and grew quiet again.

“And then—the day passes and the thunder goes away up on the street. The rain stops. The rain season’s over. The tunnels drip and stop. The tide goes down.” She seemed disappointed, sad it was over. “The river runs out to the ocean. The man and woman feel the water leave them slowly to the floor. They settle.” She lowered her hands in little bobblings to her lap, watching them fixedly, longingly. “Their feet lose the life the water has given them from outside. Now the water lays them down, side by side, and drains away, and the tunnels are drying. And there they lie. Up above, in the world, the sun comes out. There they lie, in the darkness, sleeping, until the next time. Until the next rain.”

Her hands were now upon her lap, palms up and open. “Nice man, nice woman,” she murmured. She bowed her head over them and shut her eyes tight.

Suddenly Anna sat up and glared at her sister. “Do you know who the man is?” she shouted, bitterly.

Juliet did not reply; she had watched, stricken, for the past five minutes while this thing went on. Her mouth was twisted and pale. Anna almost screamed:

“The man is Frank, that’s who he is! And I’m the woman!”

“Anna!”

“Yes, it’s Frank, down there!”

“But Frank’s been gone for years, and certainly not down there, Anna!”

Now, Anna was talking to nobody, and to everybody, to Juliet, to the window, the wall, the street. “Poor Frank,” she cried. “I know that’s where he went. He couldn’t stay anywhere in the world. His mother spoiled him for all the world! So he saw the cistern and saw how secret and fine it was. Oh, poor Frank. And poor Anna, poor me, with only a sister. Oh, Julie, why didn’t I hold onto Frank when he was here? Why didn’t I fight to win him from his mother?”

“Stop it, this minute, do you hear, this minute!”

Anna slumped down into the corner, by the window, one hand up on it, and wept silently. A few minutes later she heard her sister say, “Are you finished?”

“What?”

“If you’re done, come help me finish this, I’ll be forever at it.”

Anna raised her head and glided over to her sister. “What do you want me to do?” she sighed.

“This and this,” said Juliet, showing her.

“All right,” said Anna, and took it and sat by the window looking at the rain, moving her hands with the needle and thread, but watching how dark the street was now, and the room, and how hard it was to see the round metal top of the cistern now—there were just little midnight gleams and glitters out there in the black black late afternoon. Lightning crackled over the sky in a web.

Half an hour passed. Juliet drowsed in her chair across the room, removed her glasses, placed them down with her work and for a moment rested her head back and dozed. Perhaps thirty seconds later she heard the front door open violently, heard the wind come in, heard the footsteps run down the walk, turn, and hurry along the black street.

“What?” asked Juliet, sitting up, fumbling for her glasses. “Who’s there? Anna, did someone come in the door?” She stared at the empty window seat where Anna had been. “Anna!” she cried. She sprang up and ran out into the hall.

The front door stood open, rain fell through it in a fine mist.

“She’s only gone out for a moment,” said Juliet, standing there, trying to peer into the wet blackness. “She’ll be right back. Won’t you be right back, Anna dear? Anna, answer me, you will be right back, won’t you, sister?”

Outside, the cistern lid rose and slammed down.

The rain whispered on the street and fell upon the closed lid all the rest of the night.



The Emissary




1947
Martin knew it was autumn again, for Dog ran into the house bringing wind and frost and a smell of apples turned to cider under trees. In dark clock-springs of hair, Dog fetched goldenrod, dust of farewell-summer, acornhusk, hair of squirrel, feather of departed robin, sawdust from fresh-cut cordwood, and leaves like charcoals shaken from a blaze of maple trees. Dog jumped. Showers of brittle fern, blackberry vine, marsh-grass sprang over the bed where Martin shouted. No doubt, no doubt of it at all, this incredible beast was October!

“Here, boy, here!”

And Dog settled to warm Martin’s body with all the bonfires and subtle burnings of the season, to fill the room with soft or heavy, wet or dry odors of far-traveling. In spring, he smelled of lilac, iris, lawn-mowered grass; in Summer, ice-cream-mustached, he came pungent with firecracker, Roman candle, pinwheel, baked by the sun. But autumn! Autumn!

“Dog, what’s it like outside?”

And lying there, Dog told as he always told. Lying there, Martin found autumn as in the old days before sickness bleached him white on his bed. Here was his contact, his carry-all, the quick-moving part of himself he sent with a yell to run and return, circle and scent, collect and deliver the time and texture of worlds in town, country, by creek, river, lake, down-cellar, upattic, in closet or coal-bin. Ten dozen times a day he was gifted with sunflower seed, cinder-path, milkweed, horse-chestnut, or full flame-smell of pumpkin. Through the loomings of the universe Dog shuttled; the design was hid in his pelt. Put out your hand, it was there… .

“And where did you go this morning?”

But he knew without hearing where Dog had rattled down hills where autumn lay in cereal crispness, where children lay in funeral pyres, in rustling heaps, the leaf-buried but watchful dead, as Dog and the world blew by. Martin trembled as his fingers searched the thick fur, read the long journey. Through stubbled fields, over glitters of ravine creek, down marbled spread of cemetery yard, into woods. In the great season of spices and rare incense, now Martin ran through his emissary, around, about, and home!

The bedroom door opened.

“That dog of yours is in trouble again.”

Mother brought in a tray of fruit salad, cocoa, and toast, her blue eyes snapping.

“Mother …”

“Always digging places. Dug a hole in Miss Tarkin’s garden this morning. She’s spittin’ mad. That’s the fourth hole he’s dug there this week.”

“Maybe he’s looking for something.”

“Fiddlesticks, he’s too darned curious. If he doesn’t behave he’ll be locked up.”

Martin looked at this woman as if she were a stranger. “Oh, you wouldn’t do that! How would I learn anything? How would I find things out if Dog didn’t tell me?”

Mom’s voice was quieter. “Is that what he does—tell you things?”

“There’s nothing I don’t know when he goes out and around and back, nothing I can’t find out from him!”

They both sat looking at Dog and the dry strewings of mold and seed over the quilt.

“Well, if he’ll just stop digging where he shouldn’t, he can run all he wants,” said Mother.

“Here, boy, here!”

And Martin snapped a tin note to the dog’s collar:

MY OWNER IS MARTIN SMITH—TEN YEARS OLD—SICK IN BED— VISITORS WELCOME.

Dog barked. Mother opened the downstairs door and let him out.

 

Martin sat listening.

Far off and away you could hear Dog run in the quiet autumn rain that was falling now. You could hear the barkingjingling fade, rise, fade again as he cut down alley, over lawn, to fetch back Mr. Holloway and the oiled metallic smell of the delicate snowflake-interiored watches he repaired in his home shop. Or maybe he would bring Mr. Jacobs, the grocer, whose clothes were rich with lettuce, celery, tomatoes, and the secret tinned and hidden smell of the red demons stamped on cans of deviled ham. Mr. Jacobs and his unseen pink-meat devils waved often from the yard below. Or Dog brought Mr. Jackson, Mrs. Gillespie, Mr. Smith, Mrs. Holmes, any friend or near-friend, encountered, cornered, begged, worried, and at last shepherded home for lunch, or tea-and-biscuits.

Now, listening, Martin heard Dog below, with footsteps moving in a light rain behind him. The downstairs bell rang, Mom opened the door, light voices murmured. Martin sat forward, face shining. The stair treads creaked. A young woman’s voice laughed quietly. Miss Haight, of course, his teacher from school!

The bedroom door sprang open.

Martin had company.

 

Morning, afternoon, evening, dawn and dusk, sun and moon circled with Dog, who faithfully reported temperatures of turf and air, color of earth and tree, consistency of mist or rain, but—most important of all—brought back again and again and again— Miss Haight.

On Saturday, Sunday and Monday she baked Martin orange-iced cupcakes, brought him library books about dinosaurs and cavemen. On Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday somehow he beat her at dominoes, somehow she lost at checkers, and soon, she cried, he’d defeat her handsomely at chess. On Friday, Saturday and Sunday they talked and never stopped talking, and she was so young and laughing and handsome and her hair was a soft, shining brown like the season outside the window, and she walked clear, clean and quick, a heartbeat warm in the bitter afternoon when he heard it. Above all, she had the secret of signs, and could read and interpret Dog and the symbols she searched out and plucked forth from his coat with her miraculous fingers. Eyes shut, softly laughing, in a gypsy’s voice, she divined the world from the treasures in her hands.

And on Monday afternoon, Miss Haight was dead.

Martin sat up in bed, slowly.

“Dead?” he whispered.

Dead, said his mother, yes, dead, killed in an auto accident a mile out of town. Dead, yes, dead, which meant cold to Martin, which meant silence and whiteness and winter come long before its time. Dead, silent, cold, white. The thoughts circled round, blew down, and settled in whispers.

Martin held Dog, thinking; turned to the wall. The lady with the autumn-colored hair. The lady with the laughter that was very gentle and never made fun and the eyes that watched your mouth to see everything you ever said. The-other-half-of-autumn-lady, who told what was left untold by Dog, about the world. The heartbeat at the still center of gray afternoon. The heartbeat fading

.

 

“Mom? What do they do in the graveyard, Mom, under the ground? Just lay there?”

“Lie there.”

“Lie there? Is that all they do? It doesn’t sound like much fun.”

“For goodness sake, it’s not made out to be fun.”

“Why don’t they jump up and run around once in a while if they get tired lying there? God’s pretty silly—”

“Martin!”

“Well, you’d think He’d treat people better than to tell them to lie still for keeps. That’s impossible. Nobody can do it! I tried once. Dog tries. I tell him, ‘dead Dog!’ He plays dead awhile, then gets sick and tired and wags his tail or opens one eye and looks at me, bored. Boy, I bet sometimes those graveyard people do the same, huh, Dog?”

Dog barked.

“Be still with that kind of talk!” said Mother.

Martin looked off into space.

“Bet that’s exactly what they do,” he said.

 

Autumn burnt the trees bare and ran Dog still farther around, fording creek, prowling graveyard as was his custom, and back in the dusk to fire off volleys of barking that shook windows wherever he turned.

In the late last days of October, Dog began to act as if the wind had changed and blew from a strange country. He stood quivering on the porch below. He whined, his eyes fixed at the empty land beyond town. He brought no visitors for Martin. He stood for hours each day, as if leashed, trembling, then shot away straight, as if Someone had called. Each night he returned later, with no one following. Each night, Martin sank deeper and deeper in his pillow.

“Well, people are busy,” said Mother. “They haven’t time to notice the tag Dog carries. Or they mean to come visit, but forget.”

But there was more to it than that. There was the fevered shining in Dog’s eyes, and his whimpering tic late at night, in some private dream. His shivering in the dark, under the bed. The way he Sometimes stood half the night, looking at Martin as if some great and impossible secret was his and he knew no way to tell it save by savagely thumping his tail, or turning in endless circles, never to lie down, spinning and spinning again.

On October thirtieth, Dog ran out and didn’t come back at all, even when after supper Martin heard his parents call and call. The hour grew late, the streets and sidewalks stood empty, the air moved cold about the house and there was nothing, nothing.

Long after midnight, Martin lay watching the world beyond the cool, clear glass windows. Now there was not even autumn, for there was no Dog to fetch it in. There would be no winter, for who could bring the snow to melt in your hands? Father, Mother? No, not the same. They couldn’t play the game with its special secrets and rules, its sounds and pantomimes. No more seasons. No more time. The go-between, the emissary, was lost to the wild throngings of civilization, poisoned, stolen, hit by a car, left somewhere in a culvert…

.

 

Sobbing, Martin turned his face to his pillow. The world was a picture under glass, untouchable. The world was dead.

 

Martin twisted in bed and in three days the last Hallowe’en pumpkins were rotting in trash cans, papier-maché skulls and witches were burnt on bonfires, and ghosts were stacked on shelves with other linens until next year.

To Martin, Hallowe’en had been nothing more than one evening when tin horns cried off in the cold autumn stars, children blew like goblin leaves along the flinty walks, flinging their heads, or cabbages, at porches, soap-writing names or similar magic symbols on on icy windows. All of it as distant, unfathomable, and nightmarish as a puppet show seen from so many miles away that there is no sound or meaning.

For three days in November, Martin watched alternate light and shadow sift across his ceiling. The fire-pageant was over forever; autumn lay in cold ashes. Martin sank deeper, yet deeper in white marble layers of bed, motionless, listening always listening… .

Friday evening, his parents kissed him good-night and walked out of the house into the hushed cathedral weather toward a motion-picture show. Miss Tarkins from next door stayed on in the parlor below until Martin called down he was sleepy, then took her knitting off home.

In silence, Martin lay following the great move of stars down a clear and moonlit sky, remembering nights such as this when he’d spanned the town with Dog ahead, behind, around about, tracking the green-plush ravine, lapping slumbrous streams gone milky with the fullness of the moon, leaping cemetery tombstones while whispering the marble names; on, quickly on, through shaved meadows where the only motion was the off-on quivering of stars, to streets where shadows would not stand aside for you but crowded all the sidewalks for mile on mile. Run now run! chasing, being chased by bitter smoke, fog, mist, wind, ghost of mind, fright of memory; home, safe, sound, snug-warm, asleep… .

Nine o’clock.

Chime. The drowsy clock in the deep stairwell below. Chime.

Dog, come home, and run the world with you. Dog, bring a thistle with frost on it, or bring nothing else but the wind. Dog, where are you? Oh, listen, now, I’ll call.

Martin held his breath.

Way off somewhere—a sound.

Martin rose up, trembling.

There, again—the sound.

So small a sound, like a sharp needle-point brushing the sky long miles and many miles away.

The dreamy echo of a dog—barking.

The sound of a dog crossing fields and farms, dirt roads and rabbit paths, running, running, letting out great barks of steam, cracking the night. The sound of a circling dog which came and went, lifted and faded, opened up, shut in, moved forward, went back, as if the animal were kept by someone on a fantastically long chain. As if the dog were running and someone whistled under the chestnut trees, in mold-shadow, tar-shadow, moon-shadow, walking, and the dog circled back and sprang out again toward home.

Dog! Martin thought, oh Dog, come home, boy! Listen, oh, listen, where you been? Come on, boy, make tracks!

Five, ten, fifteen minutes; near, very near, the bark, the sound. Martin cried out, thrust his feet from the bed, leaned to the window. Dog! Listen, boy! Dog! Dog! He said it over and over. Dog! Dog! Wicked Dog, run off and gone all these days! Bad Dog, good Dog, home, boy, hurry, and bring what you can!

Near now, near, up the street, barking, to knock clapboard housefronts with sound, whirl iron cocks on rooftops in the moon, firing off volleys—Dog! now at the door below… .

Martin shivered.

Should he run—let Dog in, or wait for Mom and Dad? Wait? Oh, God, wait? But what if Dog ran off again? No, he’d go down, snatch the door wide, yell, grab Dog in, and run upstairs so fast, laughing, crying, holding tight, that . .

.

 

Dog stopped barking.

Hey! Martin almost broke the window, jerking to it.

Silence. As if someone had told Dog to hush now, hush, hush.

A full minute passed. Martin clenched his fists.

Below, a faint whimpering.

Then, slowly, the downstairs front door opened. Someone was kind enough to have opened the door for Dog. Of course! Dog had brought Mr. Jacobs or Mr. Gillespie or Miss Tarkins, or …

The downstairs door shut.

Dog raced upstairs, whining, flung himself on the bed.

“Dog, Dog, where’ve you been, what’ve you done! Dog, Dog!”

And he crushed Dog hard and long to himself, weeping. Dog, Dog. He laughed and shouted. Dog! But after a moment he stopped laughing and crying, suddenly.

He pulled back away. He held the animal and looked at him, eyes widening.

The odor coming from Dog was different.

It was a smell of strange earth. It was a smell of night within night, the smell of digging down deep in shadow through earth that had lain cheek by jowl with things that were long hidden and decayed. A stinking and rancid soil fell away in clods of dissolution from Dog’s muzzle and paws. He had dug deep. He had dug very deep indeed. That was it, wasn’t it? wasn’t it? wasn’t it!

What kind of message was this from Dog? What could such a message mean? The stench—the ripe and awful cemetery earth.

Dog was a bad dog, digging where he shouldn’t. Dog was a good dog, always making friends. Dog loved people. Dog brought them home.

And now, moving up the dark hall stairs, at intervals, came the sound of feet, one foot dragged after the other, painfully, slowly, slowly, slowly.

Dog shivered. A rain of strange night earth fell seething on the bed.

Dog turned.

The bedroom door whispered in.

Martin had company.



The Man Upstairs




1947
He remembered how carefully and expertly Grandmother would fondle the cold cut guts of the chicken and withdraw the marvels therein; the wet shining loops of meat-smelling intestine, the muscled lump of heart, the gizzard with the collection of seeds in it. How neatly and nicely Grandma would slit the chicken and push her fat little hand in to deprive it of its medals. These would be segregated, some in pans of water, others in paper to be thrown to the dog later, perhaps. And then the ritual of taxidermy, stuffing the bird with watered, seasoned bread, and performing surgery with a swift, bright needle, stitch after pulled-tight stitch.

This was one of the prime thrills of Douglas’s eleven-year-old life span.

Altogether, he counted twenty knives in the various squeaking drawers of the magic kitchen table from which Grandma, a kindly, gentle-faced, white-haired old witch, drew paraphernalia for her miracles.

Douglas was to be quiet. He could stand across the table from Grandmama, his freckled nose tucked over the edge, watching, hut any loose boy-talk might interfere with the spell. It was a wonder when Grandma brandished silver shakers over the bird, supposedly sprinkling showers of mummy-dust and pulverized Indian bones, muttering mystical verses under her toothless breath.

“Grammy,” said Douglas at last, breaking the silence. “Am I like that inside?” He pointed at the chicken.

“Yes,” said Grandma. “A little more orderly and presentable, but just about the same… .”

“And more of it!” added Douglas, proud of his guts.

“Yes,” said Grandma. “More of it.”

“Grandpa has lots more’n me. His sticks out in front so he can rest his elbows on it.”

Grandma laughed and shook her head.

Douglas said, “And Lucie Williams, down the street, she …”

“Hush, child!” cried Grandma.

“But she’s got…”

“Never you mind what she’s got! That’s different.”

“But why is she different?”

“A darning-needle dragon-fly is coming by some day and sew up your mouth,” said Grandma firmly.

Douglas waited, then asked, “How do you know I’ve got insides like that, Grandma?”

“Oh, go ‘way, now!”

The front doorbell rang.

Through the front-door glass as he ran down the hall, Douglas saw a straw hat. The bell jangled again and again. Douglas opened the door.

“Good morning, child, is the landlady at home?”

Cold gray eyes in a long, smooth, walnut-colored face gazed upon Douglas. The man was tall, thin, and carried a suitcase, a briefcase, an umbrella under one bent arm, gloves rich and thick and gray on his thin fingers, and wore a horribly new straw hat.

Douglas backed up. “She’s busy.”

“I wish to rent her upstairs room, as advertised.”

“We’ve got ten boarders, and it’s already rented; go away!”

“Douglas!” Grandma was behind him suddenly. “How do you do?” she said to the stranger. “Never mind this child.”

Unsmiling, the man stepped stiffly in. Douglas watched them ascend out of sight up the stairs, heard Grandma detailing the conveniences of the upstairs room. Soon she hurried down to pile linens from the linen closet on Douglas and send him scooting up with them.

Douglas paused at the room’s threshold. The room was changed oddly, simply because the stranger had been in it a moment. The straw hat lay brittle and terrible upon the bed, the umbrella leaned stiff against one wall like a dead bat with dark wings folded.

Douglas blinked at the umbrella.

The stranger stood in the center of the changed room, tall, tall.

“Here!” Douglas littered the bed with supplies. “We eat at noon sharp, and if you’re late coming down the soup’ll get cold. Grandma fixes it so it will, every time!”

The tall strange man counted out ten new copper pennies and tinkled them in Douglas’ blouse pocket. “We shall be friends,” he said, grimly.

It was funny, the man having nothing but pennies. Lots of them. No silver at all, no dimes, no quarters. Just new copper pennies.

Douglas thanked him glumly. “I’ll drop these in my dime bank when I get them changed into a dime. I got six dollars and fifty cents in dimes all ready for my camp trip in August.”

“I must wash now,” said the tall strange man.

Once, at midnight, Douglas had wakened to hear a storm rumbling outside—the cold hard wind shaking the house, the rain driving against the window. And then a lightning bolt had landed outside the window with a silent, terrific concussion. He remembered that fear of looking about at his room, seeing it strange and awful in the instantaneous light.

So it was, now, in this room. He stood looking up at the stranger. This room was no longer the same, but changed indefinably because this man, quick as a lightning bolt, had shed his light about it. Douglas backed up slowly as the stranger advanced.

The door closed in his face.

 

The wooden fork went up with mashed potatoes, came down empty. Mr. Koberman, for that was his name, had brought the wooden fork and wooden knife and spoon with him when Grandma called lunch.

“Mrs. Spaulding,” he said, quietly, “my own cutlery; please use it. I will have lunch today, but from tomorrow on, only breakfast and supper.”

Grandma bustled in and out, bearing steaming tureens of soup and beans and mashed potatoes to impress her new boarder, while Douglas sat rattling his silverware on his plate, because he had discovered it irritated Mr. Koberman.

“I know a trick,” said Douglas. “Watch.” He picked a forktine with his fingernail. He pointed at various sectors of the table, like a magician. Wherever he pointed, the sound of the vibrating forktine emerged, like a metal elfin voice. Simply done, of course. He pressed the fork handle on the table-top, secretly. The vibration came from the wood like a sounding board. It looked quite magical. “There, there, and there!” exclaimed Douglas, happily plucking the fork again. He pointed at Mr. Koberman’s soup and the noise came from it.

Mr. Koberman’s walnut-colored face became hard and firm and awful. He pushed the soup bowl away violently, his lips twisting. He fell back in his chair.

Grandma appeared. “Why, what’s wrong, Mr. Koberman?”

“I cannot eat this soup.”

“Why?”

“Because I am full and can eat no more. Thank you.”

Mr. Koberman left the room, glaring.

“What did you do, just then?” asked Grandma at Douglas, sharply.

“Nothing. Grandma, why does he eat with wooden spoons?”

“Yours not to question! When do you go back to school, anyway?”

“Seven weeks.”

“Oh, my land!” said Grandma.

 

Mr. Koberman worked nights. Each morning at eight he arrived mysteriously home, devoured a very small breakfast, and then slept soundlessly in his room all through the dreaming hot daytime, until the huge supper with all the other boarders at night.

Mr. Koberman’s sleeping habits made it necessary for Douglas to be quiet. This was unbearable. So, whenever Grandma visited down the street, Douglas stomped up and down stairs beating a drum, bouncing golf balls, or just screaming for three minutes outside Mr. Koberman’s door, or flushing the toilet seven times in succession.

Mr. Koberman never moved. His room was silent, dark. He did not complain. There was no sound. He slept on and on. It was very strange.

Douglas felt a pure white flame of hatred burn inside himself with a steady, unflickering beauty. Now that room was Koberman Land. Once it had been flowery bright when Miss Sadlowe lived there. Now it was stark, bare, cold, clean, everything in its place, alien and brittle.

Douglas climbed upstairs on the fourth morning.

Halfway to the second floor was a large sun-filled window, framed by six-inch panes of orange, purple, blue, red and burgundy glass. In the enchanted early mornings when the sun fell through to strike the landing and slide down the stair banister, Douglas stood entranced at this window peering at the world through the multicolored windows.

Now a blue world, a blue sky, blue people, blue streetcars and blue trotting dogs.

He shifted panes. Now—an amber world! Two lemonish women glided by, resembling the daughters of Fu Manchu! Douglas giggled. This pane made even the sunlight more purely golden.

It was eight A.M. Mr. Koberman strolled by below, on the sidewalk, returning from his night’s work, his cane looped over his elbow, straw hat glued to his head with patent oil.

Douglas shifted panes again. Mr. Koberman was a red man walking through a red world with red trees and red flowers and— something else.

Something about—Mr. Koberman.

Douglas squinted.

The red glass did things to Mr. Koberman. His face, his suit, his hands. The clothes seemed to melt away. Douglas almost believed, for one terrible instant, that he could see inside Mr. Koberman. And what he saw made him lean wildly against the small red pane, blinking.

Mr. Koberman glanced up just then, saw Douglas, and raised his cane-umbrella angrily, as if to strike. He ran swiftly across the red lawn to the front door.

“Young man!” he cried, running up the stairs. “What were you doing?”

“Just looking,” said Douglas, numbly.

“That’s all, is it?” cried Mr. Koberman.

“Yes, sir. I look through all the glasses. All kinds of worlds. Blue ones, red ones, yellow ones. All different.”

“All kinds of worlds, is it!” Mr. Koberman glanced at the little panes of glass, his face pale. He got hold of himself. He wiped his face with a handkerchief and pretended to laugh. “Yes. All kinds of worlds. All different.” He walked to the door of his room. “Go right ahead; play,” he said.

The door closed. The hall was empty. Mr. Koberman had gone in.

Douglas shrugged and found a new pane.

“Oh, everything’s violet!”

 

Half an hour later, while playing in his sandbox behind the house, Douglas heard the crash and the shattering tinkle. He leaped up.

A moment later, Grandma appeared on the back porch, the old razor strop trembling in her hand.

“Douglas! I told you time and again never fling your basketball against the house! Oh, I could just cry!”

“I been sitting right here,” he protested.

“Come see what you’ve done, you nasty boy!”

The great colored window panes lay shattered in a rainbow chaos on the upstairs landing. His basketball lay in the ruins.

Before he could even begin telling his innocence, Douglas was struck a dozen stinging blows upon his rump. Wherever he landed, screaming, the razor strop struck again.

Later, hiding his mind in the sandpile like an ostrich, Douglas nursed his dreadful pains. He knew who’d thrown that basketball. A man with a straw hat and a stiff umbrella and a cold, gray room. Yeah, yeah, yeah. He dribbled tears. Just wait. Just wait.

He heard Grandma sweeping up the broken glass. She brought it out and threw it in the trash bin. Blue, pink, yellow meteors of glass dropped brightly down.

When she was gone, Douglas dragged himself, whimpering, over to save out three pieces of the incredible glass. Mr. Koberman disliked the colored windows. These—he clinked them in his fingers— would be worth saving.

 

Grandfather arrived from his newspaper office each night, shortly ahead of the other boarders, at five o’clock. When a slow, heavy tread filled the hall, and a thick, mahogany cane thumped in the cane-rack, Douglas ran to embrace the large stomach and sit on Grandpa’s knee while he read the evening paper.

“Hi, Grampa!”

“Hello, down there!”

“Grandma cut chickens again today. It’s fun watching,” said Douglas.

Grandpa kept reading. “That’s twice this week, chickens. She’s the chickenist woman. You like to watch her cut ‘em, eh? Coldblooded little pepper! Ha!”

“I’m just curious.”

“You are,” rumbled Grandpa, scowling. “Remember that day when that young lady was killed at the rail station? You just walked over and looked at her, blood and all.” He laughed. “Queer duck. Stay that way. Fear nothing, ever in your life. I guess you get it from your father, him being a military man and all, and you so close to him before you came here to live last year.” Grandpa returned to his paper.

A long pause. “Gramps?”

“Yes?”

“What if a man didn’t have a heart or lungs or stomach but still walked around, alive?”

“That,” rumbled Gramps, “would be a miracle.”

“I don’t mean a—a miracle. I mean, what if he was all different inside? Not like me.”

“Well, he wouldn’t be quite human then, would he, boy?”

“Guess not, Gramps. Gramps, you got a heart and lungs?”

Gramps chuckled. “Well, tell the truth, I don’t know. Never seen them. Never had an X-ray, never been to a doctor. Might as well be potato-solid for all I know.”

“Have I got a stomach?”

“You certainly have!” cried Grandma from the parlor entry. “‘Cause I feed it! And you’ve lungs, you scream loud enough to wake the crumblees. And you’ve dirty hands, go wash them! Dinner’s ready. Grandpa, come on. Douglas, git!”

In the rush of boarders streaming downstairs, Grandpa, if he intended questioning Douglas further about the weird conversation, lost his opportunity. If dinner delayed an instant more, Grandma and the potatoes would develop simultaneous lumps.

 

The boarders, laughing and talking at the table—Mr. Koberman silent and sullen among them—were silenced when Grandfather cleared his throat. He talked politics a few minutes and then shifted over into the intriguing topic of the recent peculiar deaths in the town.

“It’s enough to make an old newspaper editor prick up his ears,” he said, eying them all. “That young Miss Larson, lived across the ravine, now. Found her dead three days ago for no reason, just funny kinds of tattoos all over her, and a facial expression that would make Dante cringe. And that other young lady, what was her name? Whitely? She disappeared and never did come back.”

“Them things happen alla time,” said Mr. Britz, the garage mechanic, chewing. “Ever peek inna Missing Peoples Bureau file? It’s that long.” He illustrated. “Can’t tell what happens to most of ‘em.”

“Anyone want more dressing?” Grandma ladled liberal portions from the chicken’s interior. Douglas watched, thinking about how that chicken had had two kinds of guts—God-made and Manmade.

Well, how about three kinds of guts?

Eh?

Why not?

Conversation continued about the mysterious death of so-andso, and, oh, yes, remember a week ago, Marion Barsumian died of heart failure, but maybe that didn’t connect up? or did it? you’re crazy! forget it, why talk about it at the dinner table? So.

“Never can tell,” said Mr. Britz. “Maybe we got a vampire in town.”

Mr. Koberman stopped eating.

“In the year 1927?” said Grandma. “A vampire? Oh go on, now.”

“Sure,” said Mr. Britz. “Kill ‘em with silver bullets. Anything silver for that matter. Vampires hate silver. I read it in a book somewhere, once. Sure, I did.”

Douglas looked at Mr. Koberman who ate with wooden knives and forks and carried only new copper pennies in his pocket.

“It’s poor judgment,” said Grandpa, “to call anything by a name. We don’t know what a hobgoblin or a vampire or a troll is. Could be lots of things. You can’t heave them into categories with labels and say they’ll act one way or another. That’d be silly. They’re people. People who do things. Yes, that’s the way to put it: people who do things.”

“Excuse me,” said Mr. Koberman, who got up and went out for his evening walk to work.

 

The stars, the moon, the wind, the clock ticking, and the chiming of the hours into dawn, the sun rising, and here it was another morning, another day, and Mr. Koberman coming along the sidewalk from his night’s work. Douglas stood off like a small mechanism whirring and watching with carefully microscopic eyes.

At noon, Grandma went to the store to buy groceries.

As was his custom every day when Grandma was gone, Douglas yelled outside Mr. Koberman’s door for a full three minutes. As usual, there was no response. The silence was horrible.

He ran downstairs, got the pass-key, a silver fork, and the three pieces of colored glass he had saved from the shattered window. He fitted the key to the lock and swung the door slowly open.

The room was in half light, the shades drawn. Mr. Koberman lay atop his bedcovers, in slumber clothes, breathing gently, up and down. He didn’t move. His face was motionless.

“Hello, Mr. Koberman!”

The colorless walls echoed the man’s regular breathing.

“Mr. Koberman, hello!”

Bouncing a golf ball, Douglas advanced. He yelled. Still no answer. “Mr. Koberman!”

Bending over Mr. Koberman, Douglas picked the tines of the silver fork in the sleeping man’s face.

Mr. Koberman winced. He twisted. He groaned bitterly.

Response. Good. Swell.

Douglas drew a piece of blue glass from his pocket. Looking through the blue glass fragment he found himself in a blue room, in a blue world different from the world he knew. As different as was the red world. Blue furniture, blue bed, blue ceiling and walls, blue wooden eating utensils atop the blue bureau, and the sullen dark blue of Mr. Koberman’s face and arms and his blue chest rising, falling. Also …

Mr. Koherman’s eyes were wide, staring at him with a hungry darkness.

Douglas felt back, pulled the blue glass from his eyes.

Mr. Koberman’s eyes were shut.

Blue glass again—open. Blue glass away—shut. Blue glass again—open. Away—shut. Funny. Douglas experimented, trembling. Through the glass the eyes seemed to peer hungrily, avidly through Mr. Koberman’s closed lids. Without the blue glass they seemed tightly shut.

But it was the rest of Mr. Koberman’s body.

Mr. Koberman’s bedclothes dissolved off him. The blue glass had something to do with it. Or perhaps it was the clothes themselves, just being on Mr. Koberman. Douglas cried out.

He was looking through the wall of Mr. Koberman’s stomach, right inside him!

Mr. Koberman was solid.

Or, nearly so, anyway.

There were strange shapes and sizes within him.

Douglas must have stood amazed for five minutes, thinking about the blue worlds, the red worlds, the yellow worlds side by side, living together like glass panes around the big white stair window. Side by side, the colored panes, the different worlds; Mr. Koberman had said so himself.

So this was why the colored window had been broken.

“Mr. Koberman, wake up!”

No answer.

“Mr. Koberman, where do you work at night? Mr. Koberman, where do you work?”

A little breeze stirred the blue window shade.

“In a red world or a green world or a yellow one, Mr. Koberman?”

Over everything was a blue glass silence.

“Wait there,” said Douglas.

He walked down to the kitchen, pulled open the great squeaking drawer and picked out the sharpest, biggest knife.

Very calmly he walked into the hall, climbed back up the stairs again, opened the door to Mr. Koberman’s room, went in, and closed it, holding the sharp knife in one hand.

 

Grandma was busy fingering a piecrust into a pan when Douglas entered the kitchen to place something on the table.

“Grandma, what’s this?”

She glanced up briefly, over her glasses. “I don’t know.”

It was square, like a box, and elastic. It was bright orange in color. It had four square tubes, colored blue, attached to it. It smelled funny.

“Ever see anything like it, Grandma?”

“No.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Douglas left it there, went from the kitchen. Five minutes later he returned with something else. “How about this?”

He laid down a bright pink linked chain with a purple triangle at one end.

“Don’t bother me,” said Grandma. “It’s only a chain.”

Next time he returned with two hands full. A ring, a square, a triangle, a pyramid, a rectangle, and—other shapes. All of them were pliable, resilient, and looked as if they were made of gelatin. “This isn’t all,” said Douglas, putting them down. “There’s more where this came from.”

Grandma said, “Yes, yes,” in a far-off tone, very busy.

“You were wrong, Grandma.”

“About what?”

“About all people being the same inside.”

“Stop talking nonsense.”

“Where’s my piggy-bank?”

“On the mantel, where you left it.”

“Thanks.”

He tromped into the parlor, reached up for his piggy-bank.

Grandpa came home from the office at five.

“Grandpa, come upstairs.”

“Sure, son. Why?”

“Something to show you. It’s not nice; but it’s interesting.”

Grandpa chuckled, following his grandson’s feet up to Mr. Koberman’s room.

“Grandma mustn’t know about this; she wouldn’t like it,” said Douglas. He pushed the door wide open. “There.”

Grandfather gasped.

 

Douglas remembered the next few hours all the rest of his life. Standing over Mr. Koberman’s naked body, the coroner and his assistants. Grandma, downstairs, asking somebody, “What’s going on up there?” and Grandpa saying, shakily, “I’ll take Douglas away on a long vacation so he can forget this whole ghastly affair. Ghastly, ghastly affair!”

Douglas said, “Why should it be bad? I don’t see anything bad. I don’t feel bad.”

The coroner shivered and said, “Koberman’s dead, all right.”

His assistant sweated. “Did you see those things in the pans of water and in the wrapping paper?”

“Oh, my God, my God, yes, I saw them.”

“Christ.”

The coroner bent over Mr. Koberman’s body again. “This better be kept secret, boys. It wasn’t murder. It was a mercy the boy acted. God knows what might have happened if he hadn’t.”

“What was Koberman? A vampire? A monster?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Something—not human.” The coroner moved his hands deftly over the suture.

Douglas was proud of his work. He’d gone to much trouble. He had watched Grandmother carefully and remembered. Needle and thread and all. All in all, Mr. Koberman was as neat a job as any chicken ever popped into hell by Grandma.

“I heard the boy say that Koberman lived even after all those things were taken out of him.” The coroner looked at the triangles and chains and pyramids floating in the pans of water. “Kept on living. God.”

“Did the boy say that?”

“He did.”

“Then, what did kill Koberman?”

The coroner drew a few strands of sewing thread from their bedding.

“This… .” he said.

Sunlight blinked coldly off a half-revealed treasure trove; six dollars and seventy cents’ worth of silver dimes inside Mr. Koberman’s chest.

“I think Douglas made a wise investment,” said the coroner, sewing the flesh back up over the “dressing” quickly.



The Next in Line




1947
It was a little caricature of a town square. In it were the following fresh ingredients: a candy-box of a bandstand where men stood on Thursday and Sunday nights exploding music; fine, green-patinated bronze-copper benches all scrolled and flourished; fine blue and pink tiled walks— blue as women’s newly lacquered eyes, pink as women’s hidden wonders; and fine French-clipped trees in the shapes of exact hatboxes. The whole, from your hotel window, had the fresh ingratiation and unbelievable fantasy one might expect of a French villa in the nineties. But no, this was Mexico! and this a plaza in a small colonial Mexican town, with a fine State Opera House (in which movies were shown for two pesos admission: Rasputin and the Empress, The Big House, Madame Curie, Love Affair, Mama Loves Papa).

Joseph came out on the sun-heated balcony in the morning and knelt by the grille, pointing his little box Brownie. Behind him, in the bath, the water was running and Marie’s voice came out:

“What’re you doing?”

He muttered “— a picture.” She asked again. He clicked the shutter, stood up, wound the spool inside, squinting, and said, “Took a picture of the town square. God, didn’t those men shout last night? I didn’t sleep until two-thirty. We would have to arrive when the local Rotary’s having its whingding.”

“What’re our plans for today?” she asked.

“We’re going to see the mummies,” he said.

“Oh,” she said. There was a long silence.

He came in, set the camera down, and lit himself a cigarette.

“I’ll go up and see them alone,” he said, “if you’d rather.”

“No,” she said, not very loud. “I’ll go along. But I wish we could forget the whole thing. It’s such a lovely little town.”

“Look here!” he cried, catching a movement from the corner of his eyes. He hurried to the balcony, stood there, his cigarette smoking and forgotten in his fingers. “Come quick, Marie!”

“I’m drying myself,” she said.

“Please, hurry,” he said, fascinated, looking down into the street.

There was movement behind him, and then the odor of soap and water-rinsed flesh, wet towel, fresh cologne; Marie was at his elbow. “Stay right there,” she cautioned him, “so I can look without exposing myself. I’m stark. What is it?”

“Look!” he cried.

A procession traveled along the street. One man led it, with a package on his head. Behind him came women in black rebozos, chewing away the peels of oranges and spitting them on the cobbles; little children at then-elbows, men ahead of them. Some ate sugar cane, gnawing away at the outer bark until it split down and they pulled it off in great hunks to get at the succulent pulp, and the juicy sinews on which to suck. In all, there were fifty people.

“Joe,” said Marie behind him, holding his arm.

It was no ordinary package the first man in the procession carried on his head, balanced delicately as a chicken-plume. It was covered with silver satin and silver fringe and silver rosettes. And he held it gently with one brown hand, the other hand swinging free.

This was a funeral and the little package was a coffin.

Joseph glanced at his wife.

She was the color of fine, fresh milk. The pink color of the bath was gone. Her heart had sucked it all down to some hidden vacuum in her. She held fast to the french doorway and watched the traveling people go, watched them eat fruit, heard them talk gently, laugh gently. She forgot she was naked.

He said, “Some little girl or boy gone to a happier place.”

“Where are they taking—her?”

She did not think it unusual, her choice of the feminine pronoun. Already she had identified herself with that tiny fragment parceled like an unripe variety of fruit. Now, in this moment, she was being carried up the hill within com-pressing darkness, a stone in a peach, silent and terrified, the touch of the father against the coffin material outside; gentle and noiseless and firm inside.

“To the graveyard, naturally; that’s where they’re taking her,” he said, the cigarette making a filter of smoke across his casual face.

“Not the graveyard?”

“There’s only one cemetery in these towns, you know that. They usually hurry it. That little girl had probably been dead only a few hours.”

“A few hours——”

She turned away, quite ridiculous, quite naked, with only the towel supported by her limp, untrying hands. She walked toward the bed. “A few hours ago she was alive, and now——”

He went on, “Now they’re hurrying her up the hill. The climate isn’t kind to the dead. It’s hot, there’s no embalming. They have to finish it quickly.”

“But to that graveyard, that horrible place,” she said, with a voice from a dream.

“Oh, the mummies,” he said. “Don’t let that bother you.”

She sat on the bed, again and again stroking the towel laid across her lap. Her eyes were blind as the brown paps of her breasts. She did not see him or the room. She knew that if he snapped his fingers or coughed, she wouldn’t even look up.

“They were eating fruit at her funeral, and laughing,” she said.

“It’s a long climb to the cemetery.”

She shuddered, a convulsive motion, like a fish trying to free itself from a deep-swallowed hook. She lay back and he looked at her as one examines a poor sculpture; all criticism, all quiet and easy and uncaring. She wondered idly just how much his hands had had to do with the broadening and flattening and changement of her body. Certainly this was not the body he’d started with. It was past saving now. Like clay which the sculptor has carelessly impregnated with water, it was impossible to shape again. In order to shape clay you warm it with your hands, evaporate the moisture with heat. But there was no more of that fine summer weather between them. There was no warmth to bake away the aging moisture that collected and made pendant now her breasts and body. When the heat is gone, it is marvelous and unsettling to see how quickly a vessel stores self-destroying water in its cells.

“I don’t feel well,” she said. She lay there, thinking it over. “I don’t feel well,” she said again, when he made no response. After another minute or two she lifted herself. “Let’s not stay here another night, Joe.”

“But it’s a wonderful town.”

“Yes, but we’ve seen everything.” She got up. She knew what came next. Gayness, blitheness, encouragement, everything quite false and hopeful. “We could go on to Patzcuaro. Make it in no time. You won’t have to pack, I’ll do it all myself, darling! We can get a room at the Don Posada there. They say it’s a beautiful little town—”

“This,” he remarked, “is a beautiful little town.”

“Bougainvillea climb all over the buildings—” she said.

“These—” he pointed to some flowers at the window “—are bougainvillea.”

“—and we’d fish, you like fishing,” she said in bright haste. “And I’d fish, too, I’d learn, yes I would, I’ve always wanted to learn! And they say the Tarascan Indians there are almost Mongoloid in feature, and don’t speak much Spanish, and from there we could go to Paracutin, that’s near Uruapan, and they have some of the finest lacquered boxes there, oh, it’ll be fun, Joe. I’ll pack. You just take it easy, and—”

“Marie.”

He stopped her with one word as she ran to the bathroom door.

“Yes?”

“I thought you said you didn’t feel well?”

“I didn’t. I don’t. But, thinking of all those swell places—”

“We haven’t seen one-tenth of this town,” he explained logically. “There’s that statue of Morelos on the hill, I want a shot of that, and some of that French architecture up the street … we’ve traveled three hundred miles and we’ve been here one day and now want to rush off somewhere else. I’ve already paid the rent for another night….”

“You can get it back,” she said.

“Why do you want to run away?” he said, looking at her with an attentive simplicity. “Don’t you like the town?”

“I simply adore it,” she said, her cheeks white, smiling. “It’s so green and pretty.”

“Well, then,” he said. “Another day. You’ll love it. That’s settled.”

She started to speak.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

She closed the bathroom door. Behind it she rattled open a medicine box. Water rushed into a tumbler. She was taking something for her stomach.

He came to the bathroom door. “Marie, the mummies don’t bother you, do they?”

“Unh-unh,” she said.

“Was it the funeral, then?”

“Unh.”

“Because, if you were really afraid, I’d pack in a moment, you know that, darling.”

He waited.

“No, I’m not afraid,” she said.

“Good girl,” he said.

 

The graveyard was enclosed by a thick adobe wall, and at its four corners small stone angels tilted out on stony wings, their grimy beads capped with bird droppings, their hands gifted with amulets of the same substance, their faces unquestionably freckled.

In the warm smooth flow of sunlight which was like a depthless, tideless river, Joseph and Marie climbed up the hill, their shadows slanting blue behind them. Helping one another, they made the cemetery gate, swung back the Spanish blue iron grille and entered.

It was several mornings after the celebratory fiesta of El Dia de Muerte, the Day of the Dead, and ribbons and ravels of tissue and sparkle-tape still clung like insane hair to the raised stones, to the hand-carved, love-polished crucifixes, and to the above-ground tombs which resembled marble jewel-cases. There were statues frozen in angelic postures over gravel mounds, and intricately carved stones tall as men with angels spilling all down their rims, and tombs as big and ridiculous as beds put out to dry in the sun after some nocturnal accident. And within the four walls of the yard, inserted into square mouths and slots, were coffins, walled in, plated in by marble plates and plaster, upon which names were struck and upon which hung tin pictures, cheap peso portraits of the inserted dead. Thumb-tacked to the different pictures were trinkets they’d loved in life, silver charms, silver arms, legs, bodies, silver cups, silver dogs, silver church medallions, bits of red crape and blue ribbon. On some places were painted slats of tin showing the dead rising to heaven in oil-tinted angels’ arms.

Looking at the graves again, they saw the remnants of the death fiesta. The little tablets of tallow splashed over the stones by the lighted festive candles, the wilted orchid blossoms lying like crushed red-purple tarantulas against the milky stones, some of them looking horridly sexual, limp and withered. There were loop-frames of cactus leaves, bamboo, reeds, and wild, dead morning-glories. There were circles of gardenias and sprigs of bougainvillea, desiccated. The entire floor of the yard seemed a ballroom after a wild dancing, from which the participants have fled; the tables askew, confetti, candles, ribbons and deep dreams left behind.

They stood, Marie and Joseph, in the warm silent yard, among the stones, between the walls. Far over in one comer a little man with high cheekbones, the milk color of the Spanish infiltration, thick glasses, a black coat, a gray hat and gray, unpressed pants and neatly laced shoes, moved about among the stones, supervising something or other that another man in overalls was doing to a grave with a shovel. The little man with glasses carried a thrice folded newspaper under his left arm and had his hands in his pockets.

“Buenos diaz, senora y senor!” he said, when he finally noticed Joseph and Marie and came to see them.

“Is this the place of las mommias?” asked Joseph. “They do exist, do they not?”

“Si, the mummies,” said the man. “They exist and are here. In the catacombs.”

“Por favor,” said Joseph. “Yo quiero veo las mommias, si?”

“Si, senor.”

“Me Espanol es mucho estupido, es muy malo,” apolo-gized Joseph.

“No, no, senor. You speak well! This way, please.”

He led between the flowered stones to a tomb near the wall shadows. It was a large flat tomb, flush with the gravel, with a thin kindling door flat on it, padlocked. It was unlocked and the wooden door flung back rattling to one side. Revealed was a round hole the circled interior of which contained steps which screwed into the earth.

Before Joseph could move, his wife had set her foot on the first step. “Here,” he said. “Me first.”

“No. That’s all right,” she said, and went down and around in a darkening spiral until the earth vanished her. She moved carefully, for the steps were hardly enough to contain a child’s feet. It got dark and she heard the caretaker stepping after her, at her ears, and then it got light again. They stepped out into a long whitewashed hall twenty feet under the earth, dimly lit by a few small gothic windows high in the arched ceiling. The hall was fifty yards long, ending on the left in a double door in which were set tall crystal panes and a sign forbidding entrance. On the right end of the hall was a large stack of white rods and round white stones.

“The soldiers who fought for Father Morelos,” said the caretaker.

They walked to the vast pile. They were neatly put in place, bone on bone, like firewood, and on top was a mound of a thousand dry skulls.

“I don’t mind skulls and bones,” said Marie. “There’s nothing even vaguely human to them. I’m not scared of skulls and bones. They’re like something insectile. If a child was raised and didn’t know he had a skeleton in him, he wouldn’t think anything of bones, would he? That’s how it is with me. Everything human has been scraped off these. There’s nothing familiar left to be horrible. In order for a thing to be horrible it has to suffer a change you can recognize. This isn’t changed. They’re still skeletons, like they always were. The part that changed is gone, and so there’s nothing to show for it. Isn’t that interesting?”

Joseph nodded.

She was quite brave now.

“Well,” she said, “let’s see the mummies.”

“Here, senora,” said the caretaker.

He took them far down the hall away from the stack of bones and when Joseph paid him a peso he unlocked the forbidden crystal doors and opened them wide and they looked into an even longer, dimly lighted hall in which stood the people.

 

They waited inside the door in a long line under the arch-roofed ceiling, fifty-five of them against one wall, on the left, fifty-five of them against the right wall, and five of them way down at the very end.

“Mister Interlocutor!” said Joseph, briskly.

They resembled nothing more than those preliminary erections of a sculptor, the wire frame, the first tendons of clay, the muscles, and a thin lacquer of skin. They were unfinished, all one hundred and fifteen of them.

They were parchment-colored and the skin was stretched as if to dry, from bone to bone. The bodies were intact, only the watery humors had evaporated from them.

“The climate,” said the caretaker. “It preserves them. Very dry.”

“How long have they been here?” asked Joseph.

“Some one year, some five, senor, some ten, some seventy.”

There was an embarrassment of horror. You started with the first man on your right, hooked and wired upright against the wall, and he was not good to look upon, and you went on to the woman next to him who was unbelievable and then to a man who was horrendous and then to a woman who was very sorry she was dead and in such a place as this.

“What are they doing here?” said Joseph.

“Their relatives did not pay the rent upon their graves.”

“Is there a rent?”

“Si, senor. Twenty pesos a year. Or, if they desire the permanent interment, one hundred seventy pesos. But our people, they are very poor, as you must know, and one hundred seventy pesos is as much as many of them make in two years. So they carry their dead here and place them into the earth for one year, and the twenty pesos are paid, with fine intentions of paying each year and each year, but each year and each year after the first year they have a burro to buy or a new mouth to feed, or maybe three new mouths, and the dead, after all, are not hungry, and the dead, after all, can pull no ploughs; or there is a new wife or there is a roof in need of mending, and the dead, remember, can be in no beds with a man, and the dead, you understand, can keep no rain off one, and so it is that the dead are not paid up upon their rent.”

“Then what happens? Are you listening, Marie?” said Joseph.

Marie counted the bodies. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, “What?” she said, quietly.

“Are you listening?”

“I think so. What? Oh, yes! I’m listening.”

Eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen.

“Well, then,” said the little man. “I call a trabajando and with his delicate shovel at the end of the first year he does dig and dig and dig down. How deep do you think we dig, senor?”

“Six feet. That’s the usual depth.”

“Ah, no, ah, no. There, senor, you would be wrong. Knowing that after the first year the rent is liable not to be paid, we bury the poorest two feet down. It is less work, you understand? Of course, we must judge by the family who own a body. Some of them we bury sometimes three, sometimes four feet deep, sometimes five, sometimes six, depending on how rich the family is, depending on what the chances are we won’t have to dig him from out his place a year later. And, let me tell you, senor, when we bury a man the whole six feet deep we are very certain of his staying. We have never dug up a six-foot-buried one yet, that is the accuracy with which we know the money of the people.”

Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three. Marie’s lips moved with a small whisper.

“And the bodies which are dug up are placed down here against the wall, with the other _compañeros_.”

“Do the relatives know the bodies are here?”

“Si.” The small man pointed. “This one, yo veo?” It is new. It has been here but one year. His madre y padre know him to be here. But have they money? Ah, no.”

“Isn’t that rather gruesome for his parents?”

The little man was earnest. “They never think of it,” he said.

“Did you hear that, Marie?”

“What?” Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four. “Yes. They never think of it.”

“What if the rent is paid again, after a lapse?” inquired Joseph.

“In that time,” said the caretaker, “the bodies are re-buried for as many years as are paid.”

“Sounds like blackmail,” said Joseph.

The little man shrugged, hands in pockets. “We must live.”

“You are certain no one can pay the one hundred seventy pesos all at once,” said Joseph. “So in this way you get them for twenty pesos a year, year after year, for maybe thirty years. If they don’t pay, you threaten to stand mamacita or little nino in the catacomb.”

“We must live,” said the little man.

Fifty-one, fifty-two, fifty-three.

Marie counted in the center of the long corridor, the standing dead on all sides of her.

They were screaming.

They looked as if they had leaped, snapped upright in their graves, clutched hands over their shriveled bosoms and screamed, jaws wide, tongues out, nostrils flared.

And been frozen that way.

All of them had open mouths. Theirs was a perpetual screaming. They were dead and they knew it. In every raw fiber and evaporated organ they knew it.

She stood listening to them scream.

They say dogs hear sounds humans never hear, sounds so many decibels higher than normal hearing that they seem nonexistent.

The corridor swarmed with screams. Screams poured from terror-yawned lips and dry tongues, screams you couldn’t hear because they were so high.

Joseph walked up to one standing body.

“Say ‘ah,’” he said.

Sixty-five, sixty-six, sixty-seven, counted Marie, among the screams.

“Here is an interesting one,” said the proprietor.

They saw a woman with arms flung to her head, mouth wide, teeth intact, whose hair was wildly flourished, long and shimmery on her head. Her eyes were small pale white-blue eggs in her skull.

“Sometimes, this happens. This woman, she is a cataleptic. One day she falls down upon the earth, but is really not dead, for, deep in her, the little drum of her heart beats and beats, so dim one cannot hear. So she was buried in the graveyard in a fine inexpensive box….”

“Didn’t you know she was cataleptic?”

“Her sisters knew. But this time they thought her at last dead. And funerals are hasty things in this warm town.”

“She was buried a few hours after her ‘death?’”

“Si, the same. All of this, as you see her here, we would never have known, if a year later her sisters, having other things to buy, had not refused the rent on her burial. So we dug very quietly down and loosed the box and took it up and opened the top of her box and laid it aside and looked in upon her——”

Marie stared.

This woman had wakened under the earth. She had torn, shrieked, clubbed at the box-lid with fists, died of suffocation, in this attitude, hands flung over her gaping face, horror-eyed, hair wild.

“Be pleased, senor, to find that difference between her hands and these other ones,” said the caretaker. “Their peaceful fingers at their hips, quiet as little roses. Hers? Ah, hers! are jumped up, very wildly, as if to pound the lid free!”

“Couldn’t rigor mortis do that?”

“Believe me, senor, rigor mortis pounds upon no lids. Rigor mortis screams not like this, nor twists nor wrestles to rip free nails, senor, or prise boards loose hunting for air, senor. All these others are open of mouth, si, because they were not injected with the fluids of embalming, but theirs is a simple screaming of muscles, senor. This senorita, here, hers is the muerte horrible.”

Marie walked, scuffling her shoes, turning first this way, then that. Naked bodies. Long ago the clothes had whispered away. The fat women’s breasts were lumps of yeasty dough left in the dust. The men’s loins were indrawn, withered orchids.

“Mr. Grimace and Mr. Gape,” said Joseph.

He pointed his camera at two men who seemed in conversation, mouths in mid-sentence, hands gesticulant and stiffened over some long-dissolved gossip.

Joseph clicked the shutter, rolled the film, focused the camera on another body, clicked the shutter, rolled the film, walked on to another.

Eighty-one, eighty-two, eighty-three. Jaws down, tongues out like jeering children, eyes pale brown-irised in upclenched sockets. Hairs, waxed and prickled by sunlight, each sharp as quills embedded on the lips, the cheeks, the eyelids, the brows. Little beards on chins and bosoms and loins. Flesh like drumheads and manuscripts and crisp bread dough. The women, huge ill-shaped tallow things, death-melted. The insane hair of them, like nests made and unmade and remade. Teeth, each single, each fine, each perfect, in jaw. Eighty-six, eighty-seven, eighty-eight. A rushing of Marie’s eyes. Down the corridor, flicking. Counting, rushing, never stopping. On! Quick! Ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-three! Here was a man, his stomach open, like a tree hollow where you dropped your child love letters when you were eleven! Her eyes entered the hole in the space under his ribs. She peeked in. He looked like an Erector set inside. The spine, the pelvic plates. The rest was tendon, parchment, bone, eye, beardy jaw, ear, stupefied nostril. And this ragged eaten cincture in his navel into which a pudding might be spooned. Ninety-seven, ninety-eight! Names, places, dates, things!

“This woman died in childbirth!”

Like a little hungry doll, the prematurely born child was wired, dangling, to her wrist.

“This was a soldier. His uniform still half on him——”

Marie’s eyes slammed the furthest wall after a back-forth, back-forth swinging from horror to horror, from skull to skull, beating from rib to rib, staring with hypnotic fascination at paralyzed, loveless, fleshless loins, at men made into women by evaporation, at women made into dugged swine. The fearful ricochet of vision, growing, growing, taking impetus from swollen breast to raving mouth, wall to wall, wall to wall, again, again, like a ball hurled in a game, caught in the incredible teeth, spat in a scream across the corridor to be caught in claws, lodged between thin teats, the whole standing chorus invisibly chanting the game on, on, the wild game of sight recoiling, rebounding, reshuttling on down the inconceivable procession, through a montage of erected horrors that ended finally and for all time when vision crashed against the corridor ending with one last scream from all present!

Marie turned and shot her vision far down to where the spiral steps walked up into sunlight. How talented was death. How many expressions and manipulations of hand, face, body, no two alike. They stood like the naked pipes of a vast derelict calliope, their mouths cut into frantic vents. And now the great hand of mania descended upon all keys at once, and the long calliope screamed upon one hundred-throated, unending scream.

Click went the camera and Joseph rolled the film. Click went the camera and Joseph rolled the film.

Moreno, Morelos, Cantine, Gomez, Gutierrez, Villanousul, Ureta, Licon, Navarro, Iturbi; Jorge, Filomena, Nena, Manuel, Jose, Tomas, Ramona. This man walked and this man sang and this man had three wives; and this man died of this, and that of that, and the third from another thing, and the fourth was shot, and the fifth was stabbed and the sixth fell straight down dead; and the seventh drank deep and died dead, and the eighth died in love, and the ninth fell from his horse, and the tenth coughed blood, and the eleventh stopped his heart, and the twelfth used to laugh much, and the thirteenth was a dancing one, and the fourteenth was most beautiful of all, the fifteenth had ten children and the sixteenth is one of those children as is the seventeenth; and the eighteenth was Tomas and did well with his guitar; the next three cut maize in their fields, had three lovers each; the twenty-second was never loved; the twenty-third sold tortillas, patting and shaping them each at the curb before the Opera House with her little charcoal stove; and the twenty-fourth beat his wife and now she walks proudly in the town and is merry with new men and here he stands bewildered by this unfair thing, and the twenty-fifth drank several quarts of river with his lungs and was pulled forth in a net, and the twenty-sixth was a great thinker and his brain now sleeps like a burnt plum in his skull.

“I’d like a color shot of each, and his or her name and how he or she died,” said Joseph. “It would be an amazing, an ironical book to publish. The more you think, the more it grows on you. Their life histories and then a picture of each of them standing here.”

He tapped each chest, softly. They gave off hollow sounds, like someone rapping on a door.

Marie pushed her way through screams that hung net-wise across her path. She walked evenly, in the corridor center, not slow, but not too fast, toward the spiral stair, not looking to either side. Click went the camera behind her.

“You have room down here for more?” said Joseph.

“Si, senor. Many more.”

“Wouldn’t want to be next in line, next on your waiting list.”

“Ah, no, senor, one would not wish to be next.”

“How are chances of buying one of these?”

“Oh, no, no, senor. Oh, no, no. Oh no, senor.”

“I’ll pay you fifty pesos.”

“Oh, no, senor, no, no, senor.”

 

In the market, the remainder of candy skulls from the Death Fiesta were sold from flimsy little tables. Women hung with black rebozos sat quietly, now and then speaking one word to each other, the sweet sugar skeletons, the saccharine corpses and white candy skulls at their elbows. Each skull had a name on top in gold candy curlicue; Jose or Carmen or Ramon or Tena or Guiermo or Rosa. They sold cheap. The Death Festival was gone. Joseph paid a peso and got two candy skulls.

Marie stood in the narrow street. She saw the candy skulls and Joseph and the dark ladies who put the skulls in a bag.

“Not really,” said Marie.

“Why not?” said Joseph.

“Not after just now,” she said.

“In the catacombs?”

She nodded.

He said, “But these are good.”

“They look poisonous.”

“Just because they’re skull-shaped?”

“No. The sugar itself looks raw, how do you know what kind of people made them, they might have the colic.”

“My dear Marie, all people in Mexico have colic,” he said.

“You can eat them both,” she said.

“Alas, poor Yorick,” he said, peeking into the bag.

They walked along a street that was held between high buildings in which were yellow window frames and pink iron grilles and the smell of tamales came from them and the sound of lost fountains splashing on hidden tiles and little birds clustering and peeping in bamboo cages and someone playing Chopin on a piano.

“Chopin, here,” said Joseph. “How strange and swell.” He looked up. “I like that bridge. Hold this.” He handed her the candy bag while he clicked a picture of a red bridge spanning two white buildings with a man walking on it, a red serape on his shoulder. “Fine,” said Joseph.

Marie walked looking at Joseph, looking away from him and then back at him, her lips moving but not speaking, her eyes fluttering, a little neck muscle under her chin like a wire, a little nerve in her brow ticking. She passed the candy bag from one hand to the other. She stepped up a curb, leaned back somehow, gestured, said something to restore balance, and dropped the bag.

“For Christ’s sake.” Joseph snatched up the bag. “Look what you’ve done! Clumsy!”

“I should have broken my ankle,” she said, “I suppose.”

“These were the best skulls; both of them smashed; I wanted to save them for friends up home.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, vaguely.

“For God’s sake, oh, damn it to hell.” He scowled into the bag. “I might not find any more good as these. Oh, I don’t know, I give up!”

The wind blew and they were alone in the street, he staring down into the shattered debris in the bag, she with the street shadows all around her, sun on the other side of the street, nobody about, and the world far away, the two of them alone, two thousand miles from anywhere, on a street in a false town behind which was nothing and around which was nothing but blank desert and circled hawks. On top the State Opera House, a block down, the golden Greek statues stood sun-bright and high, and in a beer place a shouting phonograph cried AY, MARIMBA … corazon … and all kinds of alien words which the wind stirred away.

Joseph twisted the bag shut, stuck it furiously in his pocket.

They walked back to the two-thirty lunch at the hotel.

He sat at the table with Marie, sipping Albondigas soup from his moving spoon, silently. Twice she commented cheerfully upon the wall murals and he looked at her steadily and sipped. The bag of cracked skulls lay on the table….

“Senora …”

The soup plates were cleared by a brown hand. A large plate of enchiladas was set down.

Marie looked at the plate.

There were sixteen enchiladas.

She put her fork and knife out to take one and stopped. She put her fork and knife down at each side of her plate. She glanced at the walls and then at her husband and then at the sixteen enchiladas.

Sixteen. One by one. A long row of them, crowded together.

She counted them.

One, two, three, four, five, six.

Joseph took one on his plate and ate it.

Six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven.

She put her hands on her lap.

Twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. She finished counting.

“I’m not hungry,” she said.

He placed another enchilada before himself. It had an interior clothed in a papyrus of corn tortilla. It was slender and it was one of many he cut and placed in his mouth and she chewed it for him in her mind’s mouth, and squeezed her eyes tight.

“Eh?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said.

Thirteen enchiladas remained, like tiny bundles, like scrolls.

He ate five more.

“I don’t feel well,” she said.

“Feel better if you ate,” he said.

“No.”

He finished, then opened the sack and took out one of the half-demolished skulls.

“Not here?” she said.

“Why not?” And he put one sugar socket to his lips, chewing. “Not bad,” he said, thinking the taste. He popped in another section of skull. “Not bad at all.”

She looked at the name on the skull he was eating. _

Marie_, it said.

 

It was tremendous, the way she helped him pack. In those newsreels you see men leap off diving-boards into pools, only, a moment later when the reel is reversed, to jump back up in airy fantasy to alight once more safe on the diving-board. Now, as Joseph watched, the suits and dresses flew into their boxes and cases, the hats were like birds darting, clapped into round, bright hatboxes, the shoes seemed to run across the floor like mice to leap into valises. The suitcases banged shut, the hasps clicked, the keys turned.

“There!” she cried. “All packed! Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you let me change your mind.”

She started for the door.

“Here, let me help,” he said.

“They’re not heavy,” she said.

“But you never carry suitcases. You never have. I’ll call a boy.”

“Nonsense,” she said, breathless with the weight of the valises.

A boy seized the cases outside the door. “Senora, par favor!”

“Have we forgotten anything?” He looked under the two beds, he went out on the balcony and gazed at the plaza, came in, went to the bathroom, looked in the cabinet and on the washbowl. “Here,” he said, coming out and handing her something. “You forgot your wrist watch.”

“Did I?” She put it on and went out the door.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s damn late in the day to be moving out.”

“It’s only three-thirty,” she said. “Only three-thirty.”

“I don’t know,” he said, doubtfully.

He looked around the room, stepped out, closed the door, locked it, went downstairs, jingling the keys.

She was outside in the car already, settled in, her coat folded on her lap, her gloved hands folded on the coat. He came out, supervised the loading of what luggage remained into the trunk receptacle, came to the front door and tapped on the window. She unlocked it and let him in.

“Well, here we go!” She cried with a laugh, her face rosy, her eyes frantically bright. She was leaning forward as if by this movement she might set the car rolling merrily down the hill. “Thank you, darling, for letting me get the refund on the money you paid for our room tonight. I’m sure we’ll like it much better in Guadalajara tonight. Thank you!”

“Yeah,” he said.

Inserting the ignition keys he stepped on the starter.

Nothing happened.

He stepped on the starter again. Her mouth twitched.

“It needs warming,” she said. “It was a cold night last night.”

He tried it again. Nothing.

Marie’s hands tumbled on her lap.

He tried it six more times. “Well,” he said, lying back, ceasing.

“Try it again, next tune it’ll work,” she said.

“It’s no use,” he said. “Something’s wrong.”

“Well, you’ve got to try it once more.”

He tried it once more.

“It’ll work, I’m sure,” she said. “Is the ignition on?”

“Is the ignition on,” he said. “Yes, it’s on.”

“It doesn’t look like it’s on,” she said.

“It’s on.” He showed her by twisting the key.

“Now, try it,” she said.

“There,” he said, when nothing happened. “I told you.”

“You’re not doing it right; it almost caught that time,” she cried.

“I’ll wear out the battery, and God knows where you can buy a battery here.”

“Wear it out, then. I’m sure it’ll start next time!”

“Well, if you’re so good, you try it.” He slipped from the car and beckoned her over behind the wheel. “Go ahead!”

She bit her lips and settled behind the wheel. She did things with her hands that were like a little mystic ceremony; with moves of hands and body she was trying to overcome gravity, friction and every other natural law. She patted the starter with her toeless shoe. The car remained solemnly quiet. A little squeak came out of Marie’s tightened lips. She rammed the starter home and there was a clear smell in the air as she fluttered the choke.

“You’ve flooded it,” he said. “Fine! Get back over on your side, will you?”

He got three boys to push and they started the car downhill. He jumped in to steer. The car rolled swiftly, bumping and rattling. Marie’s face glowed expectantly. “This’ll start it!” she said.

Nothing started. They rolled quietly into the filling station at the bottom of the hill, bumping softly on the cobbles, and stopped by the tanks.

She sat there, saying nothing, and when the attendant came from the station her door was locked, the window up, and he had to come around on the husband’s side to make his query.

 

The mechanic arose from the car engine, scowled at Joseph and they spoke together in Spanish, quietly.

She rolled the window down and listened.

“What’s he say?” she demanded.

The two men talked on.

“What does he say?” she asked.

The dark mechanic waved at the engine. Joseph nodded and they conversed.

“What’s wrong?” Marie wanted to know.

Joseph frowned over at her. “Wait a moment, will you? I can’t listen to both of you.”

The mechanic took Joseph’s elbow. They said many words.

“What’s he saying now?” she asked.

“He says—” said Joseph, and was lost as the Mexican took him over to the engine and bent him down in earnest discovery.

“How much will it cost?” she cried, out the window, around at their bent backs.

The mechanic spoke to Joseph.

“Fifty pesos,” said Joseph.

“How long will it take?” cried his wife.

Joseph asked the mechanic. The man shrugged and they argued for five minutes.

“How long will it take?” said Marie.

The discussion continued.

The sun went down the sky. She looked at the sun upon the trees that stood high by the cemetery yard. The shadows rose and rose until the valley was enclosed and only the sky was clear and untouched and blue.

“Two days, maybe three,” said Joseph, turning to Marie.

“Two days! Can’t he fix it so we can just go on to the next town and have the rest done there?”

Joseph asked the man. The man replied.

Joseph said to his wife. “No, he’ll have to do the entire job.”

“Why, that’s silly, it’s so silly, he doesn’t either, he doesn’t really have to do it all, you tell him that, Joe, tell him that, he can hurry and fix it——”

The two men ignored her. They were talking earnestly again.

 

This time it was all in very slow motion. The unpacking of the suitcases. He did his own, she left hers by the door.

“I don’t need anything,” she said, leaving it locked.

“You’ll need your nightgown,” he said.

“I’ll sleep naked,” she said.

“Well, it isn’t my fault,” he said. “That damned car.”

“You can go down and watch them work on it, later,” she said. She sat on the edge of the bed. They were in a new room. She had refused to return to their old room. She said she couldn’t stand it. She wanted a new room so it would seem they were in a new hotel in a new city. So this was a new room, with a view of the alley and the sewer system instead of the plaza and the drum-box trees. “You go down and supervise the work, Joe. If you don’t, you know they’ll take weeks!” She looked at him. “You should be down there now, instead of standing around.”

“I’ll go down,” he said.

“I’ll go down with you. I want to buy some magazines.”

“You won’t find any American magazines in a town like this.”

“I can look, can’t I?”

“Besides, we haven’t much money,” he said. “I don’t want to have to wire my bank. It takes a god-awful time and it’s not worth the bother.”

“I can at least have my magazines,” she said.

“Maybe one or two,” he said.

“As many as I want,” she said, feverishly, on the bed.

“For God’s sake, you’ve got a million magazines in the car now. Posts, Collier’s, Mercury, Atlantic Monthly s, Barnaby. Superman! You haven’t read half of the articles.”

“But they’re not new,” she said. “They’re not new, I’ve looked at them and after you’ve looked at a thing, I don’t know——”

“Try reading them instead of looking at them,” he said.

As they came downstairs night was in the plaza.

“Give me a few pesos,” she said, and he gave her some. “Teach me to say about magazines in Spanish,” she said.

“Quiero una publicacion Americana,” he said, walking swiftly.

She repeated it, stumblingly, and laughed. “Thanks.”

He went on ahead to the mechanic’s shop, and she turned in at the nearest Farmacia Botica, and all the magazines racked before her there were alien colors and alien names. She read the titles with swift moves of her eyes and looked at the old man behind the counter. “Do you have American magazines?” she asked in English, embarrassed to use the Spanish words.

The old man stared at her.

“Habla Ingles?” she asked.

“No, senorita.”

She tried to think of the right words. “Quiero—no!” She stopped. She started again. “_Americano—uh—maggah-zeen-as_?”

“Oh, no, senorita!”

Her hands opened wide at her waist, then closed, like mouths. Her mouth opened and closed. The shop had a veil over it, in her eyes. Here she was and here were these small baked adobe people to whom she could say nothing and from whom she could get no words she understood, and she was in a town of people who said no words to her and she said no words to them except in blushing confusion and bewilderment. And the town was circled by desert and time, and home was far away, far away in another life.

She whirled and fled.

Shop following shop she found no magazines save those giving bullfights in blood on their covers or murdered people or lace-confection priests. But at last three poor copies of the Post were bought with much display and loud laughter and she gave the vendor of this small shop a handsome tip.

Rushing out with the Posts eagerly on her bosom in both hands she hurried along the narrow walk, took a skip over the gutter, ran across the street, sang la-la, jumped onto the further walk, made another little scamper with her feet, smiled an inside smile, moving along swiftly, pressing the magazines tightly to her, half-closing her eyes, breathing the charcoal evening air, feeling the wind watering past her ears.

Starlight tinkled in golden nuclei off the highly perched Greek figures atop the State theatre. A man shambled by in the shadow, balancing upon his head a basket. The basket contained bread loaves.

She saw the man and the balanced basket and suddenly she did not move and there was no inside smile, nor did her hands clasp tight the magazines. She watched the man walk, with one band of his gently poised up to tap the basket any time it unbalanced, and down the street he dwindled, while the magazines slipped from Marie’s fingers and scattered on the walk.

Snatching them up, she ran into the hotel and almost fell going upstairs.

 

She sat in the room. The magazines were piled on each side of her and in a circle at her feet. She had made a little castle with portcullises of words and into this she was withdrawn. All about her were the magazines she had bought and bought and looked at and looked at on other days, and these were the outer barrier, and upon the inside of the barrier, upon her lap, as yet unopened, but her hands were trembling to open them and read and read and read again with hungry eyes, were the three battered Post magazines. She opened the first page. She would go through them page by page, line by line, she decided. Not a line would go unnoticed, a comma unread, every little ad and every color would be fixed by her. And—she smiled with discovery— in those other magazines at her feet were still advertisements and cartoons she had neglected—there would be little morsels of stuff for her to reclaim and utilize later.

She would read this first Post tonight, yes tonight she would read this first delicious Post. Page on page she would eat it and tomorrow night, if there was going to be a tomorrow night, but maybe there wouldn’t be a tomorrow night here, maybe the motor would start and there’d be odors of exhaust and round hum of rubber tire on road and wind riding in the window and pennanting her hair—but, suppose, just suppose there would BE a tomorrow night here, in this room. Well, then, there would be two more Posts, one for tomorrow night, and the next for the next night. How neatly she said it to herself with her mind’s tongue. She turned the first page.

She turned the second page. Her eyes moved over it and over it and her fingers unknown to her slipped under the next page and flickered it in preparation for turning, and the watch ticked on her wrist, and time passed and she sat turning pages, turning pages, hungrily seeing the framed people in the pictures, people who lived in another land in another world where neons bravely held off the night with crimson bars and the smells were home smells and the people talked good fine words and here she was turning the pages, and all the lines went across and down and the pages flew under her hands, making a fan. She threw down the first Post, seized on and rimed through the second in half an hour, threw that down, took up the third, threw that down a good fifteen minutes later and found herself breathing, breathing stiffly and swiftly in her body and out of her mouth. She put her hand up to the back of her neck.

Somewhere, a soft breeze was blowing.

The hairs along the back of her neck slowly stood upright.

She touched them with one pale hand as one touches the nape of a dandelion.

Outside, in the plaza, the street lights rocked like crazy flashlights on a wind. Papers ran through the gutters in sheep flocks. Shadows penciled and slashed under the bucketing lamps now this way, now that, here a shadow one instant, there a shadow next, now no shadows, all cold light, now no light, all cold blue-black shadow. The lamps creaked on their high metal hasps.

In the room her hands began to tremble. She saw them tremble. Her body began to tremble. Under the bright bright print of the brightest, loudest skirt she could find to put on especially for tonight, in which she had whirled and cavorted feverishly before the coffin-sized mirror, beneath the rayon skirt the body was all wire and tendon and excitation. Her teeth chattered and fused and chattered. Her lipstick smeared, one lip crushing another.

Joseph knocked on the door.

 

They got ready for bed. He had returned with the news that something had been done to the car and it would take time, he’d go watch them tomorrow.

“But don’t knock on the door,” she said, standing before the mirror as she undressed.

“Leave it unlocked then,” he said.

“I want it locked. But don’t rap. Call.”

“What’s wrong with rapping?” he said.

“It sounds funny,” she said.

“What do you mean, funny?”

She wouldn’t say. She was looking at herself in the mirror and she was naked, with her hands at her sides, and there were her breasts and her hips and her entire body, and it moved, it felt the floor under it and the walls and air around it, and the breasts could know hands if hands were put there, and the stomach would make no hollow echo if touched.

“For God’s sake,” he said, “don’t stand there admiring yourself.” He was in bed. “What are you doing?” he said. “What’re you putting your hands up that way for, over your face?”

He put the lights out.

She could not speak to him for she knew no words that he knew and he said nothing to her that she understood, and she walked to her bed and slipped into it and he lay with his back to her in his bed and he was like one of these brown-baked people of this far-away town upon the moon, and the real earth was off somewhere where it would take a star-flight to reach it. If only he could speak with her and she to him tonight, how good the night might be, and how easy to breathe and how lax the vessels of blood in her ankles and in her wrists and the under-arms, but there was no speaking and the night was ten thousand tickings and ten thousand twistings of the blankets, and the pillow was like a tiny white warm stove under-cheek, and the blackness of the room was a mosquito netting draped all about so that a turn entangled her in it. If only there was one word, one word between them. But there was no word and the veins did not rest easy in the wrists and the heart was a bellows forever blowing upon a little coal of fear, forever illumining and making it into a cherry light, again, pulse, and again, an ingrown light which her inner eyes stared upon with unwanting fascination. The lungs did not rest but were exercised as if she were a drowned person and she herself performing artificial respiration to keep the last life going. And all of these things were lubricated by the sweat of her glowing body, and she was glued fast between the heavy blankets like something pressed, smashed, redolently moist between the white pages of a heavy book.

And as she lay this way the long hours of midnight came when again she was a child. She lay, now and again thumping her heart in tambourine hysteria, then, quieting, the slow sad thoughts of bronze childhood when everything was sun on green trees and sun on water and sun on blond child hair. Faces flowed by on merry-go-rounds of memory, a face rushing to meet her, facing her, and away to the right; another, whirling in from the left, a quick fragment of lost conversation, and out to the right. Around and round. Oh, the night was very long. She consoled herself by thinking of the car starting tomorrow, the throttling sound and the power sound and the road moving under, and she smiled in the dark with pleasure. But then, suppose the car did not start? She crumpled in the dark, like a burning, withering paper. All the folds and comers of her clenched in about her and tick tick tick went the wrist-watch, tick tick tick and another tick to wither on….

Morning. She looked at her husband lying straight and easy on his bed. She let her hand laze down at the cool space between the beds. All night her hand had hung in that cold empty interval between. Once she had put her hand out toward him, stretching, but the space was just a little too long, she couldn’t reach him. She had snapped her hand back, hoping he hadn’t heard the movement of her silent reaching.

There he lay now. His eyes gently closed, the lashes softly interlocked like clasped fingers. Breathing so quietly you could scarce see his ribs move. As usual, by this time of morning, he had worked out of his pajamas. His naked chest was revealed from the waist up. The rest of him lay under cover. His head lay on the pillow, in thoughtful profile.

There was a beard stubble on his chin.

The morning light showed the white of her eyes. They were the only things in the room in motion, in slow starts and stops, tracing the anatomy of the man across from her.

Each little hair was perfect on the chin and cheeks. A tiny hole of sunlight from the window-shade lay on his chin and picked out, like the spikes of a music-box cylinder, each little hair on his face.

His wrists on either side of him had little curly black hairs, each perfect, each separate and shiny and glittering.

The hair on his head was intact, strand by dark strand, down to the roots. The ears were beautifully carved. The teeth were intact behind the lips.

“Joseph!” she screamed.

“Joseph!” she screamed again, flailing up in terror.

Bong! Bong! Bong! went the bell thunder across the street, from the great tiled cathedral!

Pigeons rose in a papery white whirl, like so many magazines fluttered past the window! The pigeons circled the plaza, spiraling up. Bong! went the bells! Honk went a taxi horn! Far away down an alley a music box played “Cielito Lindo.”

All these faded into the dripping of the faucet in the bath sink.

Joseph opened his eyes.

His wife sat on her bed, staring at him.

“I thought—” he said. He blinked. “No.” He shut his eyes and shook his head. “Just the bells.” A sigh. “What time is it?”

“I don’t know. Yes, I do. Eight o’clock.”

“Good God,” he murmured, turning over. “We can sleep three more hours.”

“You’ve got to get up!” she cried.

“Nobody’s up. They won’t be to work at the garage until ten, you know that, you can’t rush these people; keep quiet now.”

“But you’ve got to get up,” she said.

He half-turned. Sunlight prickled black hairs into bronze on his upper lip. “Why? Why, in Christ’s name, do I have to get up?”

“You need a shave!” she almost screamed.

He moaned. “So I have to get up and lather myself at eight in the morning because I need a shave.”

“Well, you do need one.”

“I’m not shaving again till we reach Texas.”

“You can’t go around looking like a tramp!”

“I can and will. I’ve shaved every morning for thirty god-damn mornings and put on a tie and had a crease in my pants. From now on, no pants, no ties, no shaving, no nothing.”

He yanked the covers over his ears so violently that he pulled the blankets off one of his naked legs.

The leg hung upon the rim of the bed, warm white in the sunlight, each little black hair—perfect.

Her eyes widened, focused, stared upon it. She put her hand over her mouth, tight.

 

He went in and out of the hotel all day. He did not shave. He walked along the plaza tiles below. He walked so slowly she wanted to throw a lightning bolt out of the window and hit him. He paused and talked to the hotel manager below, under a drum-cut tree, shifting his shoes on the pale blue plaza tiles. He looked at birds on trees and saw how the State Theatre statues were dressed in fresh morning gilt, and stood on the comer, watching the traffic carefully. There was no traffic! He was standing there on purpose, taking his time, not looking back at her. Why didn’t he run, lope down the alley, down the hill to the garage, pound on the doors, threaten the mechanics, lift them by their pants, shove them into the car motor! He stood instead, watching the ridiculous traffic pass. A hobbled swine, a man on a bike, a 1927 Ford, and three half-nude children. Go, go, go, she screamed silently, and almost smashed the window.

He sauntered across the street. He went around the corner. All the way down to the garage he’d stop at windows, read signs, look at pictures, handle pottery. Maybe he’d stop in for a beer. God, yes, a beer.

She walked in the plaza, took the sun, hunted for more magazines. She cleaned her fingernails, burnished them, took a bath, walked again in the plaza, ate very little, and returned to the room to feed upon her magazines.

She did not lie down. She was afraid to. Each time she did she fell into a half-dream, half-drowse in which all her childhood was revealed in a helpless melancholy. Old friends, children she hadn’t seen or thought of in twenty years filled her mind. And she thought of things she wanted to do and had never done. She had meant to call Lila Holdridge for the past eight years since college, but somehow she never had. What friends they had been! Dear Lila! She thought, when lying down, of all the books, the fine new and old books, she had meant to buy and might never buy now and read. How she loved books and the smell of books. She thought of a thousand old sad things. She’d wanted to own the Oz books all her life, yet had never bought them. Why not? while yet there was life! The first thing she’d do would be to buy them when she got back to New York! And she’d call Lila immediately! And she’d see Bert and Jimmy and Helen and Louise, and go back to Illinois and walk around in her childhood place and see the things to be seen there. If she got back to the States. If. Her heart beat painfully in her, paused, held on to itself, and beat again. If she ever got back.

She lay listening to her heart, critically.

Thud and a thud and a thud. Pause. Thud and a thud and a thud. Pause.

What if it should stop while she was listening?

There!

Silence inside her.

“Joseph!”

She leaped up. She grabbed at her breasts as if to squeeze, to pump to start the silent heart again!

It opened in her, closed, rattled and beat nervously, twenty rapid, shot-like times!

She sank on to the bed. What if it should stop again and not start? What would she think? What would there be to do? She’d die of fright, that’s what. A joke; it was very humorous. Die of fright if you heard your heart stop. She would have to listen to it, keep it beating. She wanted to go home and see Lila and buy the books and dance again and walk in Central Park and—listen—

Thud and a thud and a thud. Pause.

 

Joseph knocked on the door. Joseph knocked on the door and the car was not repaired and there would be another night, and Joseph did not shave and each little hair was perfect on his chin, and the magazine shops were closed and there were no more magazines, and they ate supper, a little bit anyway for her, and he went out in the evening to walk in the town.

She sat once more in the chair and slow erections of hair rose as if a magnet were passed over her neck. She was very weak and could not move from the chair, and she had no body, she was only a heart-beat, a huge pulsation of warmth and ache between four walls of the room. Her eyes were hot and pregnant, swollen with child of terror behind the bellied, tautened lids.

Deeply inside herself, she felt the first little cog slip. Another night, another night, another night, she thought. And this will be longer than the last. The first little cog slipped, the pendulum missed a stroke. Followed by the second and third interrelated cogs. The cogs interlocked, a small with a little larger one, the little larger one with a bit larger one, the bit larger one with a large one, the large one with a huge one, the huge one with an immense one, the immense one with a titanic one….

A red ganglion, no bigger than a scarlet thread, snapped and quivered; a nerve, no greater than a red linen fiber twisted. Deep in her one little mech was gone and the entire machine, unbalanced, was about to steadily shake itself to bits.

She didn’t fight it. She let it quake and terrorize her and knock the sweat off her brow and jolt down her spine and flood her mouth with horrible wine. She felt as if a broken gyro tilted now this way, now that and blundered and trembled and whined in her. The color fell from her face like light leaving a clicked-off bulb, the crystal cheeks of the bulb vessel showing veins and filaments all colorless….

Joseph was in the room, he had come in, but she didn’t even hear him. He was in the room but it made no difference, he changed nothing with his coming. He was getting ready for bed and said nothing as he moved about and she said nothing but fell into the bed while he moved around in a smoke-filled space beyond her and once he spoke but she didn’t hear him.

She timed it. Every five minutes she looked at her watch and the watch shook and time shook and the five fingers were fifteen moving, reassembling into five. The shaking never stopped. She called for water. She turned and turned upon the bed. The wind blew outside, cocking the lights and spilling bursts of illumination that hit buildings glancing sidelong blows, causing windows to glitter like opened eyes and shut swiftly as the light tilted in yet another direction. Downstairs, all was quiet after the dinner, no sounds came up into their silent room. He handed her a water glass.

“I’m cold, Joseph,” she said, lying deep in folds of cover.

“You’re all right,” he said.

“No, I’m not. I’m not well. I’m afraid.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“I want to get on the train for the United States.”

“There’s a train in Leon, but none here,” he said, lighting a new cigarette.

“Let’s drive there.”

“In these taxis, with these drivers, and leave our car here?”

“Yes. I want to go.”

“You’ll be all right in the morning.”

“I know I won’t be. I’m not well.”

He said, “It would cost hundreds of dollars to have the car shipped home.”

“I don’t care. I have two hundred dollars in the bank home. I’ll pay for it. But, please, let’s go home.”

“When the sun shines tomorrow you’ll feel better, it’s just that the sun’s gone now.”

“Yes, the sun’s gone and the wind’s blowing,” she whispered, closing her eyes, turning her head, listening. “Oh, what a lonely wind. Mexico’s a strange land. All the jungles and deserts and lonely stretches, and here and there a little town, like this, with a few lights burning you could put out with a snap of your fingers …”

“It’s a pretty big country,” he said.

“Don’t these people ever get lonely?”

“They’re used to it this way.”

“Don’t they get afraid, then?”

“They have a religion for that.”

“I wish I had a religion.”

“The minute you get a religion you stop thinking,” he said. “Believe in one thing too much and you have no room for new ideas.”

“Tonight,” she said, faintly. “I’d like nothing more than to have no more room for new ideas, to stop thinking, to believe in one thing so much it leaves me no time to be afraid.”

“You’re not afraid,” he said.

“If I had a religion,” she said, ignoring him, “I’d have a lever with which to lift myself. But I haven’t a lever now and I don’t know how to lift myself.”

“Oh, for God’s—” he mumbled to himself, sitting down.

“I used to have a religion,” she said.

“Baptist.”

“No, that was when I was twelve. I got over that. I mean —_later_.”

“You never told me.”

“You should have known,” she said.

“What religion? Plaster saints in the sacristy? Any special special saint you liked to tell your beads to?”

“Yes.”

“And did he answer your prayers?”

“For a little while. Lately, no, never. Never any more. Not for years now. But I keep praying.”

“Which saint is this?”

“Saint Joseph.”

“Saint Joseph.” He got up and poured himself a glass of water from the glass pitcher, and it was a lonely trickling sound in the room. “My name.”

“Coincidence,” she said.

They looked at one another for a few moments.

He looked away. “Plaster saints,” he said, drinking the water down.

After a while she said, “Joseph?” He said, “Yes?” and she said, “Come hold my hand, will you?” “Women,” he sighed. He came and held her hand. After a minute she drew her hand away, hid it under the blanket, leaving his hand empty behind. With her eyes closed she trembled the words, “Never mind. It’s not as nice as I can imagine it. It’s really nice the way I can make you hold my hand in my mind.” “Gods,” he said, and went into the bathroom. She turned off the light. Only the small crack of light under the bathroom door showed. She listened to her heart. It beat one hundred and fifty times a minute, steadily, and the little whining tremor was still in her marrow, as if each bone of her body had a blue-bottle fly imprisoned in it, hovering, buzzing, shaking, quivering deep, deep, deep. Her eyes reversed into herself, to watch the secret heart of herself pounding itself to pieces against the side of her chest.

Water ran in the bathroom. She heard him washing his teeth.

“Joseph!”

“Yes,” he said, behind the shut door.

“Come here.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to promise roe something, please, oh, please.”

“What is it?”

“Open the door, first.”

“What is it?” he demanded, behind the closed door.

“Promise me,” she said, and stopped.

“Promise you what?” he asked, after a long pause.

“Promise me,” she said, and couldn’t go on. She lay there. He said nothing. She heard the watch and her heart pounding together. A lantern creaked on the hotel exterior. “Promise me, if anything—happens,” she heard herself say, muffled and paralyzed, as if she were on one of the surrounding hills talking at him from the distance, “—if anything happens to me, you won’t let me be buried here in the graveyard over those terrible catacombs!”

“Don’t be foolish,” he said, behind the door.

“Promise me?” she said, eyes wide in the dark.

“Of all the foolish things to talk about.”

“Promise, please promise?”

“You’ll be all right in the morning,” he said.

“Promise so I can sleep. I can sleep if only you’d say you wouldn’t let me be put there. I don’t want to be put there.”

“Honestly,” he said, out of patience.

“Please,” she said.

“Why should I promise anything so ridiculous?” he said. “You’ll be fine tomorrow. And besides, if you died, you’d look very pretty in the catacomb standing between Mr. Grimace and Mr. Gape, with a sprig of morning-glory in your hair.” And he laughed sincerely.

Silence. She lay there in the dark.

“Don’t you think you’ll look pretty there?” he asked, laughingly, behind the door.

She said nothing in the dark room.

“Don’t you?” he said.

Somebody walked down below in the plaza, faintly, fading away.

“Eh?” he asked her, brushing his teeth.

She lay there, staring up at the ceiling, her breast rising and falling faster, faster, faster, the air going in and out, in and out her nostrils, a little trickle of blood coming from her clenched lips. Her eyes were very wide, her hands blindly constricted the bedclothes.

“Eh?” he said again behind the door.

She said nothing.

“Sure,” he talked to himself. “Pretty as hell,” he murmured, under the flow of tap water. He rinsed his mouth. “Sure,” he said.

Nothing from her in the bed.

“Women are funny,” he said to himself in the mirror.

She lay in the bed.

“Sure,” he said. He gargled with some antiseptic, spat it down the drain. “You’ll be all right in the morning,” he said.

Not a word from her.

“We’ll get the car fixed.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Be morning before you know it.” He was screwing caps on things now, putting freshener on his face. “And the car fixed tomorrow, maybe, at the very latest the next day. You won’t mind another night here, will you?”

She didn’t answer.

“Will you?” he asked.

No reply.

The light blinked out under the bathroom door.

“Marie?”

He opened the door.

“Asleep?”

She lay with eyes wide, breasts moving up and down.

“Asleep,” he said. “Well, good night, lady.”

He climbed into his bed. “Tired,” he said.

No reply.

“Tired,” he said.

The wind tossed the lights outside; the room was oblong and black and he was in his bed dozing already.

She lay, eyes wide, the watch ticking on her wrist, breasts moving up and down.

 

It was a fine day coming through the Tropic of Cancer. The automobile pushed along the turning road leaving the jungle country behind, heading for the United States, roaring between the green hills, taking every turn, leaving behind a faint vanishing trail of exhaust smoke. And inside the shiny automobile sat Joseph with his pink, healthy face and his Panama hat, and a little camera cradled on his lap as he drove; a swathe of black silk pinned around the left upper arm of his tan coat. He watched the country slide by and absent-mindedly made a gesture to the seat beside him, and stopped. He broke into a little sheepish smile and turned once more to the window of his car, humming a tuneless tune, his right hand slowly reaching over to touch the seat beside him…

Which was empty.



Uncle Einar




1947
It will take only a minute,” said Uncle Einar’s sweet wife.

“I refuse,” he said. “And that takes but a second.”

“I’ve worked all morning,” she said, holding to her slender back, “and you won’t help? It’s drumming for a rain.”

“Let it rain,” he cried, morosely. “I’ll not be pierced by lightning just to air your clothes.”

“But you’re so quick at it.”

“Again, I refuse.” His vast tarpaulin wings hummed nervously behind his indignant back.

She gave him a slender rope on which were tied four dozen fresh-washed clothes. He turned it in his fingers with distaste. “So it’s come to this,” he muttered, bitterly. “To this, to this, to this.” He almost wept angry and acid tears.

“Don’t cry; you’ll wet them down again,” she said. “Jump up, now, run them about.”

“Run them about.” His voice was hollow, deep, and terribly wounded. “I say: let it thunder, let it pour!”

“If it was a nice, sunny day I wouldn’t ask,” she said, reasonably. “All my washing gone for nothing if you don’t. They’ll hang about the house—”

That did it. Above all, he hated clothes flagged and festooned so a man had to creep under on the way across a room. He jumped up. His vast green wings boomed. “Only so far as the pasture fence!”

Whirl:	up he jumped, his wings chewed and loved the cool air. Before you’d say Uncle Einar Has Green Wings he sailed low across his farmland, trailing the clothes in a vast fluttering loop through the pounding concussion and backwash of his wings!

“Catch!”

Back from the trip, he sailed the clothes, dry as popcorn, down on a series of clean blankets she’d spread for their landing.

“Thank you!” she cried.

“Gahh!” he shouted, and flew off under the apple tree to brood.

 

Uncle Einar’s beautiful silk-like wings hung like sea-green sails behind him, and whirred and whispered from his shoulders when he sneezed or turned swiftly. He was one of the few in the Family whose talent was visible. All his dark cousins and nephews and brothers hid in small towns across the world, did unseen mental things or things with witch_fingers and white teeth, or blew down the sky like fire-leaves, or loped in forests like moonsilvered wolves. They lived comparatively safe from normal humans. Not so a man with great green wings.

Not that he hated his wings. Far from it! In his youth he’d always flown nights, because nights were rare times for winged men! Daylight held dangers, always had, always would; but nights, ah, nights, he had sailed over islands of cloud and seas of summer sky. With no danger to himself. It had been a rich, full soaring, an exhilaration.

But now he could not fly at night.

On his way home to some high mountain pass in Europe after a Homecoming among Family members in Mellin Town, Illinois (some years ago) he had drunk too much rich crimson wine. “I’ll be all right,” he had told himself, vaguely, as he beat his long way under the morning stars, over the moon-dreaming country hills beyond Mellin Town. And then—crack out of the sky—

A high-tension tower.

Like a netted duck! A great sizzle! His face blown black by a blue sparkler of wire, he fended off the electricity with a terrific back-jumping percussion of his wings, and fell.

His hitting the moonlit meadow under the tower made a noise like a large telephone book dropped from the sky.

Early the next morning, his dew-sodden wings shaking violently, he stood up. It was still dark. There was a faint bandage of dawn stretched across the east. Soon the bandage would stain and all flight would be restricted. There was nothing to do but take refuge in the forest and wait out the day in the deepest thicket until another night gave his wings a hidden motion in the sky.

In this fashion he met his wife.

During the day, which was warm for November first in Illinois country, pretty young Brunilla Wexley was out to udder a lost cow, for she carried a silver pail in one hand as she sidled through thickets and pleaded cleverly to the unseen cow to please return home or burst her gut with unplucked milk. The fact that the cow would have most certainly come home when her teats needed pulling did not concern Brunilla Wexley. It was a sweet excuse for forest-journeying, thistle-blowing, and flower chewing; all of which Brunilla was doing as she stumbled upon Uncle Einar.

Asleep near a bush, he seemed a man under a green shelter.

“Oh,” said Brunilla, with a fever. “A man. In a camp-tent.”

Uncle Einar awoke. The camp-tent spread like a large green fan behind him.

“Oh,” said Brunilla, the cow-searcher. “A man with wings.”

That was how she took it. She was startled, yes, but she had never been hurt in her life, so she wasn’t afraid of anyone, and it was a fancy thing to see a winged man and she was proud to meet him. She began to talk. In an hour they were old friends, and in two hours she’d quite forgotten his wings were there. And he somehow confessed how he happened to be in this wood.

“Yes, I noticed you looked banged around,” she said. “That right wing looks very bad. You’d best let me take you home and fix it. You won’t be able to fly all the way to Europe on it, anyway. And who wants to live in Europe these days?”

He thanked her, but he didn’t quite see how he could accept.

“But I live alone,” she said. “For, as you see, I’m quite ugly.”

He insisted she was not.

“How kind of you,” she said. “But I am, there’s no fooling myself. My folks are dead, I’ve a farm, a big one, all to myself, quite far from Mellin Town, and I’m in need of talking company.”

But wasn’t she afraid of him? he asked.

“Proud and jealous would be more near it,” she said. “May I?” And she stroked his large green membraned veils with careful envy. He shuddered at the touch and put his tongue between his teeth.

So there was nothing for it but that he come to her house for medicaments and ointments, and my! what a burn across his face, beneath his eyes! “Lucky you weren’t blinded,” she said. “How’d it happen?”

“Well …” he said, and they were at her farm, hardly noticing they’d walked a mile, looking at each other.

A day passed, and another, and he thanked her at her door and said he must be going, he much appreciated the ointment, the care, the lodging. It was twilight and between now, six o’clock, and five the next morning, he must cross an ocean and a continent. “Thank you; good-by,” he said, and started to fly off in the dusk and crashed right into a maple tree.

“Oh!” she screamed, and ran to his unconscious body.

When he waked the next hour he knew he’d fly no more in the dark again ever; his delicate night-perception was gone. The winged telepathy that had warned him where towers, trees, houses and hills stood across his path, the fine clear vision and sensibility that guided him through mazes of forest, cliff, and cloud, all were burnt forever by that strike across his face, that blue electric fry and sizzle.

“How?” he moaned softly. “How can I go to Europe? If I flew by day, I’d be seen and—miserable joke—maybe shot down! Or kept for a zoo perhaps, what a life that’d be! Brunilla, tell me, what shall I do?”

“Oh,” she whispered, looking at her hands. “We’ll think of something…

.”

 

They were married.

The Family came for the wedding. In a great autumnal avalanche of maple, sycamore, oak, elm leaf they hissed and rustled, fell in a shower of horse-chestnut, thumped like winter apples on the earth, with an over-all scent of farewell-summer on the wind they made in their rushing. The ceremony? The ceremony was brief as a black candle lit, blown out, and smoke left still on the air. Its briefness, darkness, upside-down and backward quality escaped Brunilla, who only listened to the great tide of Uncle Einar’s wings faintly murmuring above them as they finished out the rite. And as for Uncle Einar, the wound across his nose was almost healed and, holding Brunilla’s arm, he felt Europe grow faint and melt away in the distance.

He didn’t have to see very well to fly straight up, or come straight down. It was only natural that on this night of their wedding he take Brunilla in his arms and fly right up into the sky.

A farmer, five miles over, glanced at a low cloud at midnight, saw faint glows and crackles.

“Heat lightning,” he observed, and went to bed.

They didn’t come down till morning, with the dew.

 

The marriage took. She had only to look at him, and it lifted her to think she was the only woman in the world married to a winged man. “Who else could say it?” she asked her mirror. And the answer was: “No one!”

He, on the other hand, found great beauty behind her face, great kindness and understanding. He made some changes in his diet to fit her thinking, and was careful with his wings about the house; knocked porcelains and broken lamps were nerve-scrapers, he stayed away from them. He changed his sleeping habits, since he couldn’t fly nights now anyhow. And she in turn fixed chairs so they were comfortable for his wings, put extra padding here or took it out there, and the things she said were the things he loved her for. “We’re in our cocoons, all of us. See how ugly I am?” she said. “But one day I’ll break out, spread wings as fine and handsome as you.”

“You broke out long ago,” he said.

She thought it over. “Yes,” she had to admit. “I know just which day it was, too. In the woods when I looked for a cow and found a tent!” They laughed, and with him holding her she felt so beautiful she knew their marriage had slipped her from her ugliness, like a bright sword from its case.

They had children. At first there was fear, all on his part, that they’d be winged.

“Nonsense, I’d love it!” she said. “Keep them out from under foot.”

“Then,” he exclaimed, “they’d be in your hair!”

“Ow!” she cried.

Four children were born, three boys and a girl, who, for their energy, seemed to have wings. They popped up like toadstools in a few years, and on hot summer days asked their father to sit under the apple tree and fan them with his cooling wings and tell them wild starlit tales of island clouds and ocean skies and textures of mist and wind and how a star tastes melting in your mouth, and how to drink cold mountain air, and how it feels to be a pebble dropped from Mt. Everest, turning to a green bloom, flowering your wings just before you strike bottom!

This was his marriage.

And today, six years later, here sat Uncle Einar, here he was, festering under the apple tree, grown impatient and unkind; not because this was his desire, but because after the long wait, he was still unable to fly the wild night sky; his extra sense had never returned. Here he sat despondently, nothing more than a summer sun-parasol, green and discarded, abandoned for the season by the reckless vacationers who once sought the refuge of its translucent shadow. Was he to sit here forever, afraid to fly by day because someone might see him? Was his only flight to be as a drier of clothes for his wife, or a fanner of children on hot August noons? His one occupation had always been flying Family errands, quicker than storms. A boomerang, he’d whickled over hills and valleys and like a thistle, landed. He had always had money; the Family had good use for their winged man! But now? Bitterness! His wings jittered and whisked the air and made a captive thunder.

“Papa,” said little Meg.

The children stood looking at his thought-dark face.

“Papa,” said Ronald. “Make more thunder!”

“It’s a cold March day, there’ll soon be rain and plenty of thunder,” said Uncle Einar.

“Will you come watch us?” asked Michael.

“Run on, run on! Let papa brood!”

He was shut of love, the children of love, and the love of children. He thought only of heavens, skies, horizons, infinities, by night or day, lit by star, moon, or sun, cloudy or clear, but always it was skies and heavens and horizons that ran ahead of you forever when you soared. Yet here he was, sculling the pasture, kept low for fear of being seen.

Misery in a deep well!

“Papa, come watch us; it’s March!” cried Meg. “And we’re going to the Hill with all the kids from town!”

Uncle Einar grunted. “What hill is that?”

“The Kite Hill, of course!” they all sang together.

Now he looked at them.

Each held a large paper kite, their faces sweating with anticipation and an animal glowing. In their small fingers were balls of white twine. From the kites, colored red and blue and yellow and green, hung caudal appendages of cotton and silk strips.

“We’ll fly our kites!” said Ronald. “Won’t you come?”

“No,” he said, sadly. “I mustn’t be seen by anyone or there’d be trouble.”

“You could hide and watch from the woods.” said Meg. “We made the kites ourselves. Just because we know how.”

“How do you know?”

“You’re our father!” was the instant cry. “That’s why!”

He looked at his children for a long while. He sighed. “A kite festival, is it?”

“Yes, sir!”

“I’m going to win,” said Meg.

“No, I’m!” Michael contradicted.

“Me, me!” piped Stephen.

“God up the chimney!” roared Uncle Einar, leaping high with a deafening kettledrum of wings. “Children! Children, I love you dearly!”

“Father, what’s wrong?” said Michael, backing off.

“Nothing, nothing, nothing!” chanted Einar. He flexed his wings to their greatest propulsion and plundering. Whoom! they slammed like cymbals. The children fell flat in the backwash! “I have it, I have it! I’m free again! Fire in the flue! Feather on the wind! Brunilla!” Einar called to the house. His wife appeared. “I’m free!” he called, flushed and tall, on his toes. “Listen, Brunilla, I don’t need the night any more! I can fly by day! I don’t need the night! I’ll fly every day and any day of the year from now on!—but, God, I waste time, talking. Look!”

And as the worried members of his family watched, he seized the cotton tail from one of the little kites, tied it to his belt behind, grabbed the twine ball, held one end in his teeth, gave the other end to his children, and up, up into the air he flew, away into the March wind!

And across the meadows and over the farms his children ran, letting out string to the daylit sky, bubbling and stumbling, and Brunilla stood back in the farmyard and waved and laughed to see what was happening; and her children marched to the far Kite Hill and stood, the four of them, holding the twine in their eager, proud fingers, each tugging and directing and pulling. And the children from Mellin Town came running with their small kites to let up on the wind, and they saw the great green kite leap and hover in the sky and exclaimed:

“Oh, oh, what a kite! What a kite! Oh, I wish I’d a kite like that! Where, where did you get it!”

“Our father made it!” cried Meg and Michael and Stephen and Ronald, and gave an exultant pull on the twine and the humming, thundering kite in the sky dipped and soared and made a great and magical exclamation mark across a cloud!



Perchance to Dream (Asleep in Armageddon)




1948
You don’t want death and you don’t expect death. Something goes wrong, your rocket tilts in space, a planetoid jumps up, blackness, movement, hands over the eyes, a violent pulling back of available powers in the forejets, the crash.

The darkness. In the darkness, the senseless pain. In the pain, the nightmare.

He was not unconscious.

Your name? asked hidden voices. Sale, he replied in whirling nausea. Leonard Sale. Occupation? cried the voices. Space man! he cried, alone in the night. Welcome, said the voices. Welcome, welcome. They faded.

He stood up in the wreckage of his ship. It lay like a folded, tattered garment around him.

The sun rose and it was morning.

Sale prised himself out of the small airlock and stood breathing heavily. Luck. Sheer luck. His suit was intact; his oxygen breathable. A few minutes’ checking showed him he had two months’ supply of oxygen and food. Fine! And this - he prowled through the wreckage. Miracle of miracles! The radio was intact.

He shuttered out the message on the sending key. CRASHED ON PLANETOID 787. SALE. HELP. SALE. HELP.

Minutes passed; the reply came: HELLO, SALE. THIS IS ADDAMS IN MARSPORT. SENDING RESCUE SHIP LOGARITHM. WILL ARRIVE PLANETOID 787 SIX DAYS. HANG ON.

Sale did a little dance.

It was simple as that. One crashed. One had food. One radioed for help. Help came. Voila! he shouted.

The sun rose and was warm. He felt no sense of mortality. Six days would be no time at all. He would eat, he would read, he would sleep. He glanced at his surroundings. No dangerous animals; a tolerable oxygen supply. What more could one ask? Beans and bacon, was the answer. He touched the machinery in his helmet that popped food into his mouth.

After breakfast he smoked a cigarette slowly, deeply, blowing out through the special helmet tube. He nodded contentedly. What a life! Not a scratch on him. Luck, sheer luck!

His head nodded. Sleep, he thought.

Good idea. Forty winks. Plenty of time to sleep, take it easy. Six whole long, luxurious days of idling and philosophizing. Sleep.

He stretched himself out, tucked his arm under his head, and shut his eyes.

 

Insanity came in to take him. The voices whispered.

Sleep, yes, sleep, said the voices. Ah, sleep, sleep.

He opened his eyes. The voices stopped. Everything was normal. He shrugged. He shut his eyes casually, fitfully. He settled his long body.

Eeeeeeeeeeee, sang the voices far away.

Ahhhhhhhhh, sang the voices.

Sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sang the voices.

Die, die, die, die, die, sang the voices.

Oooooooooooo, cried the voices.

Mmmmmmmmmnwimmmmnmimmm, a bee ran through his brain.

He sat up. He shook his head. He blinked at the crashed ship. Hard metal. He felt the solid rock under his fingers. He saw the real sun warming the blue sky.

Let’s try sleeping on our back, he thought. He adjusted himself, lying back down. His watch ticked on his wrist. The blood burned in his veins.

Sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sang the voices.

Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh, sang the voices.

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh, sang the voices.

Die, die, die, die, die. Sleep, sleep, die, sleep, die, sleep, die! Oohhh. Ahhhh. Eeeeeeeeeeeeeee!

Blood tapped in his ears. The sound of the wind rising.

Mine, mine, said a voice. Mine, mine, he’s mine; he’s mine!

No mine, mine, said another voice. No, mine, mine, he’s mine!

No, ours, ours, sang ten voices. Ours, ours, he’s ours!

His fingers twitched. His jaws spasmed. His eyelids jerked.

At last, at last, sang a high voice. Now, now. The long time, the waiting. Over, over, sang the high voice. Over, over at last!

It was like being undersea. Green songs, green visions, green time. Bubbled voices drowning in deep liquors of sea tide. Faraway choruses chanting senseless rhymes. Leonard Sale stirred in agony.

Mine, mine, cried a loud voice. Mine, mine! shrieked another. Ours, ours, shrieked the chorus.

The din of metal, the crash of sword, the conflict, the battle, the fight, the war. All of it exploding, his mind fiercely torn apart.

Eeeeeeeeee!

He leaped up, screaming. The landscape melted and flowed.

A voice said, “I am Tylle of Rathalar. Proud Tylle, Tylle of the Blood Mound and the Death Drum. Tylle of Rathalar, Killer of Men!”

Another spoke, “I am Iorr of Wendillo, Wise Iorr. Destroyer of Infidels!”

The chorus chanted. “And we the warriors, we the steel, we the warriors, we the red blood rushing, the red blood falling, the red blood steaming m the sun -

“

 

Leonard Sale staggered under the burden. “Go away!” he cried. “Leave me, in God’s name, leave me!”

Eeeeeee, shrieked the high sound of steel hot on steel.

Silence.

He stood with the sweat boiling out of him. He was trembling so violently he could not stand. Insane, he thought. Absolutely insane. Raving insane. Insane!

He jerked the food kit open, did something to a chemical packet. Hot coffee was ready in an instant. He mouthed it through the helmet tube greedily. He shivered. He sucked in raw gulps of breath.

Let’s be logical, he thought, sitting down heavily. The coffee seared his tongue. No record of insanity in the family for two hundred years. All healthy, well-balanced. No reason for insanity now. Shock? Silly. No shock. I’m to be rescued in six days. No shock to that. No danger. Just an ordinary planetoid. Ordinary, ordinary; ordinary place. No reason for insanity. I’m sane.

Oh? cried a small metal voice within. An echo. Fading.

“Yes!” he cried, beating his fists together. “Sane!”

Hahhahhahhahhahhahhahhah. Somewhere a vanishing laughter.

He whirled about. “Shut up, you!” he cried.

We didn’t say anything, said the mountains. We didn’t say anything, said the sky. We didn’t say anything, said the wreckage.

“All right then,” he said, swaying. “See that you don’t.”

Everything was normal.

 

The pebbles were getting hot. The sky was big and dark. He looked at his fingers and saw the way the sun burned on every black hair. He looked at his boots and the dust on them. Suddenly he felt very happy because he made a decision. I won’t go to sleep, he thought. I’m having nightmares, so why sleep? There’s your solution.

He made a routine. From nine o’clock in the morning, which was this minute, until twelve, he would walk around and see the planetoid. He would write on a pad with a yellow pencil everything he saw. Then he would sit down and open a can of oily sardines, and some canned fresh bread with good butter on it, and pass it in through the helmet airlocks. From twelve-thirty until four he would read nine chapters of War and Peace. He took the book from the wreckage, and laid it where he might find it later. There was a book of T. S. Eliot’s poetry, too. That might be nice.

Supper would come at five-thirty and then from six until ten he would listen to the radio from Earth. There would be a couple of bad comedians telling jokes and a bad singer singing some songs, and the latest news flashes, signing off at midnight with the U.N. anthem.

After that?

He felt sick.

I’ll play solitaire until dawn, he thought. I’ll sit up and drink hot black coffee and play solitaire, no cheating, until sunrise.

Ho, ho, he thought.

“What did you say?” he asked himself, aloud.

“I said ‘Ha ha’,” he replied. “Some time, you’ll have to sleep.”

“I’m wide awake,” he said.

“Liar!” he retorted, enjoying the conversation.

“I feel fine,” he said.

“Hypocrite,” he replied.

“I’m not afraid of the night or sleep or anything,” he said.

“Very funny,” he said.

He felt bad. He wanted to sleep. And the fact that he was afraid of sleep made him want to lie down all the more and shut his eyes and curl up. “Comfy-cosy?” asked his ironic censor.

“I’ll just walk and look at the rocks and the geological formations and think how good it is to be alive,” he said.

“Ye gods!” cried his censor. “William Saroyan!”

You’ll go on, he thought, maybe one day, maybe one night, but what about the next night and the next and the next? Can you stay awake all that time, for six nights? Until the rescue ship comes? Are you that good, that strong?

The answer was no.

What are you afraid of? I don’t know. Those voices. Those sounds. But they can’t hurt you - can they?

They might. You’ve got to face them some time. Must I? Brace up to it, old man. Chin up, and all that rot.

He sat down on the hard ground. He felt very much like crying. He felt as if life was over and he was entering new and unknown territory. It was such a deceiving day, with the sun warm; physically, he felt able and well, one might fish on such a day as this, or pick flowers or kiss a woman or anything. But in the midst of a lovely day, what did one get?

Death.

Well, hardly that.

Death, he insisted.

He lay down and closed his eyes. He was tired of messing around.

All right, he thought, if you are death, come get me. I want to know what all this nonsense is about.

Death came.

 

Eeeeeeeeeeeee, said a voice.

Yes, I know, said Leonard Sale, lying there. But what else?

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, said a voice.

I know that, also, said Leonard Sale, irritably. He turned cold. His mouth hung open wildly.

“I am Tylle of Rathalar, Killer of Men!”

“I am Iorr of Wendillo, Destroyer of Infidels!”

What is this place? asked Leonard Sale, struggling against horror.

“Once a mighty planet!” said Tylle of Rathalar. “Once a place of battles!” said Iorr of Wendillo.

“Now dead,” said Tylle.

“Now silent,” said Ion.

“Until you came,” said Tylle.

“To give us life again,” said Iorr.

You’re dead, insisted Leonard Sale, flesh writhing. You’re nothing but empty wind.

“We live, through you.”

“And fight, through you!”

So that’s it, thought Leonard Sale. I’m to be a battleground, am I? Are you friends?

“Enemies!” cried Iorr.

“Foul enemies!” cried Tylle.

 

Leonard smiled a rictal smile. He felt ghastly. How long have you waited? he damanded.

“How long is rime?” Ten thousand years? “Perhaps.” Ten million years? “Perhaps.”

What are you? Thoughts, spirits, ghosts? “All of those, and more.” Intelligence? “Precisely.” How did you survive?

Eeeeeeeeeeeeeee, sang the chorus, far away.

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, sang another army, waiting to fight.

“Once upon a time, this was fertile land, a rich planet. And there were two nations, strong nations, led by two strong men. I, Ioir. And he, that one who calls himself Tylle. And the planet declined and gave way to nothingness. The peoples and the armies languished in the midst of a great war which had lasted five thousand years. We lived long lives and loved long loves, drank much, slept much, fought much. And when the planet died, our bodies withered, and, only in time, and with much science, did we survive.”

Survive, wondered Leonard Sale. But there is nothing of you!

“Our minds, fool, our minds! What is a body without a mind?”

What is a mind without a body, laughed Leonard Sale. I’ve got you there. Admit it, I’ve got you!

“True,” said the cruel voice. “One is useless, lacking the other. But survival is survival even when unconscious. The minds of our nations, through science, through wonder, survived.”

But without senses, lacking eyes, ears, lacking touch, smell, and the rest? “Lacking all those, yes. We were vapours, merely. For a long time. Until today.”

And now I am here, thought Leonard Sale. “You are here,” said the voice. “To give substance to our souls. To give us our needed body.”

I’m only one, thought Sale. “Nevertheless, you are of use.”

I’m an individual, thought Sale. I resent your intrusion.

“He resents our intrusion! Did you heard him, Iorr? He resents!”

“As if he had a right to resent!”

Be careful, warned Sale. I’ll blink my eyes and you’ll be gone, phantoms! I’ll wake up and rub you out!

“But you’ll have to sleep again, 5owe time!” cried Iorr. “And when you do, we’ll be here, waiting, waiting, waiting. For you.”

What do you want? “Solidity. Mass. Sensation again!” You can’t both have it. “We’ll fight that out between us.”

A hot clamp twisted his skull. It was as if a spike had been thrust and beaten down between the bivalvular halves of his brain.

Now he was terribly clear. Horribly, magnificently clear. He was their universe. The world of his thoughts, his brain, his skull, divided into two camps, that of Iorr, that of Tylle. They were using him!

Pennants flung up on a pink mind sky! Brass shields caught the sun. Grey animals shifted and came rushing in bristling tides of sword and plume and trumpet.

Eeeeeeeeeeeee! The rushing.

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! The roaring.

Nowwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww! The whirling.

Mmmmmnmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm—

Ten thousand men hurled across the small hidden stage. Ten thousand men floated on the shellacked inner ball of his eye. Ten thousand javelins hissed between the small bone hulls of his head. Ten thousand jewelled guns exploded. Ten thousand voices chanted in his ears. Now his body was riven and extended, shaken and rolled, he was screaming, writhing, the plates of his skull threatened to burst asunder. The gabbling, the shrilling, as across bone plains of mind and continent of inner marrow, through gullies of vein, down hills of artery, over rivers of melancholy, came armies and armies, one army, two armies, swords flashed in the sun, bearing down upon each other, fifty thousand minds snatching, scrabbling, cutting at him, demanding, using. In a moment, the hard collision, one army on another, the rush, the blood, the sound, the fury, the death, the insanity!

Like cymbals, the armies struck!

He leaped up, raving. He ran across the desert. He ran and ran and did not stop running.

He sat down and cried. He sobbed until his lungs ached. He cried very hard and long. Tears ran down his cheeks. “God, God, help me, oh God, help me!” he said.

All was normal again.

It was four o’clock in the afternoon. The rocks were baked by the sun. He managed, after a time, to cook himself a few hot biscuits, which he ate with strawberry jam.

“At least I know what I’m up against,” he told himself. “Oh, Lord, what a world! What an innocent-looking world, and what a monster it really is. It’s good no one ever explored it before. Or did they?” He shook his aching head. Pity them, whoever crashed here before, if any ever did. Warm sun, hard rocks, not a sign of hostility.

Until you shut your eyes and relaxed your mind.

And the night and the voices and the insanity and the death padded in on soft feet.

“I’m all right now, though,” he said, proudly. “Look at that.” He displayed his hand. By a supreme effort of will, it was no longer shaking. “I’ll show you who in hell’s ruler here,” he announced to the innocent sky. “I am!” He tapped his chest.

To think that thought could live that long! A million years, perhaps, all these thoughts of death and disorder and conquest, lingering in the innocent but poisonous air of the planet, waiting for a real man to give them a channel through which they might issue again in all their senseless virulence.

Now that he was feeling better, it was all silly. All I have to do, he thought, is stay awake six nights. They won’t bother me that way. When I’m awake, I’m dominant. I’m stronger than those crazy monarchs and their silly tribes of sword-flingers and shield-bearers and horn-blow-ers. I’ll stay awake.

But can you? he wondered. Six whole nights? Awake?

There’s coffee and medicine and books and cards.

But I’m tired now, so tired, he thought. Can I hold out?

Well, if not - there’s always the gun.

Where will these silly monarchs be if you put a bullet through their stage? All the world’s a stage. No. You, Leonard Sale, are the small stage. And they the players. And what if you put a bullet through the wings, tearing down scenes, destroying curtains, ruining lines! Destroy the stage” the players, all if they aren’t careful!

First of all, he must radio through to Marsport, again. If there was any way they could rush the rescue ship sooner, then maybe he could hang on. Anyway, he must warn them what sort of planet this was, this so innocent-seeming spot of nightmare and fever vision -

He tapped on the radio key for a minute. His mouth tightened. The radio was dead.

It had sent through the proper rescue message, received a reply, and then extinguished itself.

The proper touch of irony, he thought. There was only one thing to do. Draw a plan.

This he did. He got a yellow pencil and delineated his six-day plan of escape.

Tonight, he wrote, read six more chapters of War and Peace. At four in the morning have hot black coffee. At four-fifteen take cards from pack and play ten games of solitaire. This should take until six-thirty when - more coffee. At seven o’clock, listen to early morning programmes from Earth, if the receiving equipment on the radio works at all. Does it?

He tried the radio receiver. It was dead.

Well, he wrote, from seven o’clock until eight, sing all the songs you remember, make your own entertainment. From eight until nine think about Helen King. Remember Helen. On second thought, think about Helen right now.

He marked that out with his pencil.

The rest of the days were set down in minute detail.

He checked the medical kit. There were several packets of tablets that would keep you awake. One tablet an hour every hour for six days. He felt quite confident.

“Here’s mud in your evil eye, Iorr, Tylle!”

He swallowed one of the stay-awake tablets with a scalding mouth of black coffee.

 

Well, with one thing and another it was Tolstoy or Balzac, gin-rummy, coffee, tablets, walking, more Tolstoy, more Balzac, more gin-rummy, more solitaire. The first day passed, as did the second and the third.

On the fourth day he lay quietly in the shade of a rock, counting to a thousand by fives, then by tens, to keep his mind occupied and awake. His eyes were so tired he had to bathe them frequently in cool water. He couldn’t read, he was bothered with splitting headaches. He was so exhausted he couldn’t move. He was numb with medicine. He resembled a waxen dummy stuffed with things to preserve him in a state of horrified wakefulness. His eyes were glass, his tongue a rusted pike, his fingers felt as if they were gloved in needles and fur.

He followed the hand of his watch. One second less to wait, he thought. Two seconds, three seconds, four, five, ten, thirty seconds. A whole minute. Now an hour less time to wait. Oh, ship, hurry on thy appointed round!

He began to laugh softly.

What would happen if he just gave up, drifted off into sleep?

Sleep, ah, sleep; perchance to dream. All the world a stage… What if he gave up the unequal struggle, lapsed down?

Eeeeeeeeeeee, the high, shrill warning sound of battle metal.

He shivered. His tongue moved in his dry, burry mouth.

Iorr and Tylle would battle out their ancient battle.

Leonard Sale would become quite insane.

And whichever won the battle would take this ruin of an insane man, the shaking, laughing wild body, and wander it across the face of this world for ten, twenty years, occupying it, striding in it, pompous, holding court, making grand gestures, ordering heads severed, calling on inward, unseen dancing girls. Leonard Sale, what remained of him, would be led off to some hidden cave, there to be infested with ware and worms of wars for twenty insane years, occupied and prostituted by old and outlandish thoughts.

When the rescue ship arrived it would find nothing. Sale would be hidden somewhere by a triumphant army in his head. Hidden in some cleft of rock, placed there like a nest for Iorr to lie upon in evil occupation.

The thought of it almost broke him in half.

Twenty years of insanity. Twenty years of torture, doing what you don’t want to do. Twenty years of wars raging and being split apart, twenty years of nausea and trembling.

His head sank down between his knees. His eyes snapped and cracked and made soft noises. His eardrum popped tiredly.

Sleep, sleep, sang soft sea voices.

I’ll - I’ll make a proposition with you, listen, thought Leonard Sale. You, Iorr, you, too. Ňó lie! Iorr, you can occupy me on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Tylle, you can take me over on Sundays, Tuesdays, and Saturday. Thursday is maid’s night out. Okay?

Eeeeeeeeeee, sang the sea tides, seething in his brain.

Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, sang the distant voices softly, soft.

What’ll you say, is it a bargain, Iorr, Tylle?

No, said a voice.

No, said another.

Greedy, both of you, greedy! complained Sale. A pox on both your houses!

He slept.

He was Iorr, jewelled rings on his hands. He arose beside his rocket and held out his fingers, commanding blind armies. He was Iorr, ancient ruler of jewelled warriors.

He was Tylle, lover of women, killer of dogs!

With some hidden bit of awareness, his hand crept to the holster at his hip. The sleeping hand withdrew the gun there. The hand lifted, the gun pointed.

The armies of Tylle and Iorr gave battle.

The gun exploded.

The bullet tore across Sale’s forehead, awakening him.

He stayed awake for another six hours, getting over his latest seige. He knew it to be hopeless now. He washed and bandaged the wound he had given himself. He wished he had aimed straighter and it was all over. He watched the sky. Two more days. Two more. Come on, ship, come on. He was heavy with sleeplessness.

No use. At the end of six hours he was raving badly. He took the gun up and put it down and took it up again, put it against his head, tightened his hand on the trigger, changed his mind, looked at the sky again.

Night settled. He tried to read, threw the book away. He tore it up and burned it, just to have something to do.

So tired. In another hour, he decided. If nothing happens, I’ll kill myself. This is for certain now. I’ll do it, this time.

He got the gun ready and laid it on the ground next to himself.

He was very calm now, though tired. It would be over and done. He would be dead.

He watched the minute hand of his watch. One minute, five minutes, twenty-five minutes.

The flame appeared on the sky.

It was so unbelievable he started to cry.

“A rocket,” he said, standing up. “A rocket!” he cried, rubbing his eyes. He ran forward.

The flame brightened, grew, came down.

He waved frantically, running forward, leaving his gun, his supplies, everything behind. “You see that, Iorr, Tylle! You savages, you monsters, I beat you! I won! They’re coming to rescue me now! I’ve won, damn you!”

He laughed harshly at the rocks and the sky and the backs of his hands.

The rocket landed. Leonard Sale stood swaying, waiting for the door to lid open.

“Good-bye, Iorr, good-bye, Tylle!” he shouted in triumph, grinning, eyes hot.

Eeeeeee, sang a diminishing roar in time.

Ahhhhhhhh, voices faded.

The rocket flipped wide its airlock. Two men jumped out.

“Sale?” they called. “We’re Ship ACDN13. Intercepted your SOS and decided to pick you up ourselves. The Marsport ship won’t get through until day after tomorrow. We want a spot of rest ourselves. Thought it’d be good to spend the night here, pick you up, and go op.”

“No,” said Sale, face melting with terror. “No spend night -”

He couldn’t talk. He fell to the ground.

“Quick!” said a voice, in the bleary vortex over him. “Give him a shot of food liquid, another of sedative. He needs sustenance and rest.”

“No rest!” screamed Sale.

“Delirious,” said one man, softly.

“No sleep!” screamed Sale.

“There, there,” said the man gently. A needle poked into Sale’s arm.

Sale thrashed. “No sleep, go!” he mouthed horribly. “Oh, go!”

“Delirious,” said one man. “Shock.”

“No sedatives!” screamed Sale.

The sedative flowed into him.

Eeeeeeeee, sang the ancient winds.

Ahhhhhhhhhh, sang the ancient seas.

“No sedative, no sleep, please, don’t, don’t, don’t!” screamed Sale, trying to get up. “You - don’t understand!”

“Take it easy, old man, you’re safe among us now, nothing to worry about,” said the rescuer above him.

Leonard Sale slept. The two men stood over him.

As they watched. Sale’s features changed violently. He groaned and cried and snarled in his sleep. His face was riven with emotion. It was the face of a saint, a sinner, a fiend, a monster, a darkness, a light, one, many, an army, a vacuum, all all!

He writhed in his sleep.

Eeeeeeeee! the sound burst from his mouth. Ahhhhhhhhhh! he screamed.

“What’s wrong with him?” asked one of the two rescuers.

“I don’t know. More sedatives?”

“More sedatives. Nerves. He needs more sleep.”

They stuck the needle in his arm. Sale writhed and spat and moaned.

Then, suddenly, he was dead.

He lay there, the two men over him. “What a shame,” said one of them. “Can you figure that?”

“Shock. Poor guy. What a pity.” They covered his face. “Did you ever see a face like that?”

“Loneliness. Shock.”

“Yes. Lord, what an expression! I hope never to see a face like that again.”

“What a shame, waiting for us, and we arrive, and he dies anyway.”

They glanced around. “What shall we do? Shall we spend the night?”

“Yes. It’s good to be out of the ship.”

“We’ll bury him first, of course.”

“Naturally.”

“And spend the night in the open, with good air, right? Good to be in the open again. After two weeks in that damned ship.”

“Right. I’ll find a spot for him. You start supper, eh?”

“Done.”

“Should be good sleeping tonight.”

“Fine, Fine.”

They made a grave and said a word over it. They drank their evening coffee silently. They looked at the lovely sky and the bright and beautiful stars.

“What a night,” they said, lying down.

“Pleasant dreams,” said one, rolling over.

And the other replied, “Pleasant dreams.”

They slept.



The October Game
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He put the gun back into the bureau drawer and shut the drawer.

No, not that way. Louise wouldn’t suffer. It was very important that this thing have, above all duration. Duration through imagination. How to prolong the suffering? How, first of all, to bring it about? Well.

The man standing before the bedroom mirror carefully fitted his cuff-links together. He paused long enough to hear the children run by switftly on the street below, outside this warm two-storey house, like so many grey mice the children, like so many leaves.

By the sound of the children you knew the calendar day. By their screams you knew what evening it was. You knew it was very late in the year. October. The last day of October, with white bone masks and cut pumpkins and the smell of dropped candle wax.

No. Things hadn’t been right for some time. October didn’t help any. If anything it made things worse. He adjusted his black bow-tie. If this were spring, he nodded slowly, quietly, emotionlessly, at his image in the mirror, then there might be a chance. But tonight all the world was burning down into ruin. There was no green spring, none of the freshness, none of the promise.

There was a soft running in the hall. “That’s Marion”, he told himself. “My’little one”. All eight quiet years of her. Never a word. Just her luminous grey eyes and her wondering little mouth. His daughter had been in and out all evening, trying on various masks, asking him which was most terrifying, most horrible. They had both finally decided on the skeleton mask. It was ‘just awful!’ It would ‘scare the beans’ from people!

Again he caught the long look of thought and deliberation he gave himself in the mirror. He had never liked October. Ever since he first lay in the autumn leaves before his granmother’s house many years ago and heard the wind and sway the empty trees. It has made him cry, without a reason. And a little of that sadness returned each year to him. It always went away with spring. But, it was different tonight. There was a feeling of autumn coming to last a million years. There would be no spring.

He had been crying quietly all evening. It did not show, not a vesitge of it, on his face. It was all hidden somewhere and it wouldn’t stop.

The rich syrupy smell of sweets filled the bustling house. Louise had laid out apples in new skins of toffee; there were vast bowls of punch fresh-mixed, stringed apples in each door, scooped, vented pumpkins peering triangularly from each cold window. There was a water tub in the centre of the living room, waiting, with a sack of apples nearby, for dunking to begin. All that was needed was the catalyst, the impouring of children, to start the apples bobbing, the srtinged apples to penduluming in the crowded doors, the sweets to vanish, the halls to echo with fright or delight, it was all the same.

Now, the house was silent with preparation. And just a little more than that.

Louise had managed to be in every other room save the room he was in today. It was her very fine way of intimating, Oh look Mich, see how busy I am! So busy that when you walk into a room I’m in there’s always something I need to do in another room! Just see how I dash about!

For a while he had played a little game with her, a nasty childish game. When she was in the kitchen then he came to the kitchen saying, ‘I need a glass of water.’ After a moment, he standing, drinking water, she like a crystal witch over the caramel brew bubbling like a prehistoric mudpot on the stove, she said, ‘Oh, I must light the pumpkins!’ and she rushed to the living room to make the pumpkins smile with light. He came after, smiling, ‘I must get my pipe.’ ‘Oh, the cider!’ she had cried, running to the dining room. ‘I’ll check the cider,’ he had said. But when he tried following she ran to the bathroom and locked the door.

He stood outside the bathroom door, laughing strangely and senselessly, his pipe gone cold in his mouth, and then, tired of the game, but stubborn, he waited another five minutes. There was not a sound from the bath. And lest she enjoy in any way knowing that he waited outside, irritated, he suddenly jerked about and walked upstairs, whistling merrily.

At the top of the stairs he had waited. Finally he had heard the bathroom door unlatch and she had come out and life below-stairs and resumed, as life in a jungle must resume once a terror has passed on away and the antelope return to their spring.

Now, as he finished his bow-tie and put his dark coat there was a mouse-rustle in the hall. Marion appeared in the door, all skeletons in her disguise.

‘How do I look, Papa?’

‘Fine!’

From under the mask, blonde hair showed. From the skull sockets small blue eyes smiled. He sighed. Marion and Louise, the two silent denouncers of his virility, his dark power. What alchemy had there been in Louise that took the dark of a dark man and bleached the dark brown eyes and black hair and washed and bleached the ingrown baby all during the period before birth until the child was born, Marion, blonde, blue-eyed, ruddy-cheeked? Sometimes he suspected that Louise had conceived the child as an idea, completely asexual, an immaculate conception of contemptuous mind and cell. As a firm rebuke to him she had produced a child in her own image, and, to top it, she had somehow fixed the doctor so he shook his head and said, ‘Sorry, Mr Wilder, your wife will never have another child. This is the last one.’ ‘And I wanted a boy,’ Mich had said eight years ago.

He almost bent to take hold of Marion now, in her skull mask. He felt an inexplicable rush of pity for her, because she had never had a father’s love, only the crushing, holding love of a loveless mother. But most of all he pitied himself, that somehow he had not made the most of a bad birth, enjoyed his daughter for herself, regardless of her not being dark and a son and like himself. Somewhere he had missed out. Other things being equal, he would have loved the child. But Louise hadn’t wanted a child, anyway, in the first place. She had been frightened of the idea of birth. He had forced the child on her, and from that night, all through the year until the agony of the birth itself, Louise had lived in another part of the house. She had expected to die with the forced child. It had been very easy for Louise to hate this husband who so wanted a son that he gave his only wife over to the mortuary.

But - Louise had lived. And in truimph! Her eyes, the day he came to the hospital, were cold. I’m alive they said. And I have a blonde daughter! Just look! And when he had put out a hand to touch, the mother had turned away to conspire with her new pink daughter-child - away from that dark forcing murderer. It had all been so beautifully ironic. His selfishness deserved it.

But now it was October again. There had been other Octobers and when he thought of the long winter he had been filled with horror year after year to think of the endless months mortared into the house by an insane fall of snow, trapped with a woman and child, neither of whom loved him, for months on end. During the eight years there had been respites. In spring and summer you got out, walked, picknicked; these were desperate solutions to the desperate problem of a hated man.

But, in winter, the hikes and picnics and escapes fell away with leaves. Life, like a tree, stood empty, the fruit picked, the sap run to earth. Yes, you invited people in, but people were hard to get in winter with blizzards and all. Once he had been clever enough to save for a Florida trip. They had gone south. He had walked in the open.

But now, the eighth winter coming, he knew things were finally at an end. He simply could not wear this one through. There was an acid walled off in him that slowly had eaten through tissue and bone over the years, and now, tonight, it would reach the wild explosive in him and all would be over!

There was a mad ringing of the bell below. In the hall, Louise went to see. Marion, without a word, ran down to greet the first arrivals. There were shouts and hilarity.

He walked to the top of the stairs.

Louise was below, taking cloaks. She was tall and slender and blonde to the point of whiteness, laughing down upon the new children.

He hesitated. What was all this? The years? The boredom of living? Where had it gone wrong? Certainly not with the birth of the child alone. But it had been a symbol of all their tensions, he imagined. His jealousies and his business failures and all the rotten rest of it. Why didn’t he just turn, pack a suitcase, and leave? No. Not without hurting Louise as much as she had hurt him. It was simple as that. Divorce wouldn’t hurt her at all. It would simply be an end to numb indecision. If he thought divorce would give her pleasure in any way he would stay married the rest of his life to her, for damned spite. No he must hurt her. Figure some way, perhaps, to take Marion away from her, legally. Yes. That was it. That would hurt most of all. To take Marion.

‘Hello down there!’ He descended the stairs beaming.

Louise didn’t look up.

‘Hi, Mr Wilder!’

The children shouted, waved, as he came down.

By ten o’clock the doorbell had stopped ringing, the apples were bitten from stringed doors, the pink faces were wiped dry from the apple bobbling, napkins were smeared with toffee and punch, and he, the husband, with pleasant efficiency had taken over. He took the party right out of Louise’s hands. He ran about talking to the twenty children and the twelve parents who had come and were happy with the special spiked cider he had fixed them. He supervised pin the tail on the donkey, spin the bottle, musical chairs, and all the rest, amid fits of shouting laughter. Then, in the triangular-eyed pumpkin shine, all house lights out, he cried, ‘Hush! Follow me!’ tiptoeing towards the cellar.

The parents, on the outer periphery of the costumed riot, commented to each other, nodding at the clever husband, speaking to the lucky wife. How well he got on with children, they said.

The children, crowded after the husband, squealing.

‘The cellar!’ he cried. ‘The tomb of the witch!’

More squealing. He made a mock shiver. ‘Abandon hope all ye who enter here!’

The parents chuckled.

One by one the children slid down a slide which Mich had fixed up from lengths of table-section, into the dark cellar. He hissed and shouted ghastly utterances after them. A wonderful wailing filled dark pumpkin-lighted house. Everybody talked at once. Everybody but Marion. She had gone through all the party with a minimum of sound or talk; it was all inside her, all the excitement and joy. What a little troll, he thought. With a shut mouth and shiny eyes she had watched her own party, like so many serpentines thrown before her.

Now, the parents. With laughing reluctance they slid down the short incline, uproarious, while little Marion stood by, always wanting to see it all, to be last. Louise went down without help. He moved to aid her, but she was gone even before he bent.

The upper house was empty and silent in the candle-shine. Marion stood by the slide. ‘Here we go,’ he said, and picked her up.

They sat in a vast circle in the cellar. Warmth came from the distant bulk of the furnace. The chairs stood in a long line along each wall, twenty squealing children, twelve rustling relatives, alternatively spaced, with Louise down at the far end, Mich up at this end, near the stairs. He peered but saw nothing. They had all grouped to their chairs, catch-as-you-can in the blackness. The entire programme from here on was to be enacted in the dark, he as Mr Interlocutor. There was a child scampering, a smell of damp cement, and the sound of the wind out in the October stars.

‘Now!’ cried the husband in the dark cellar. ‘Quiet!’

Everybody settled.

The room was black black. Not a light, not a shine, not a glint of an eye.

A scraping of crockery, a metal rattle.

‘The witch is dead,’ intoned the husband.

‘Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,’ said the children.

‘The witch is dead, she has been killed, and here is the knife she was killed with.’ He handed over the knife. It was passed from hand to hand, down and around the circle, with chuckles and little odd cries and comments from the adults.

‘The witch is dead, and this is her head,’ whispered the husband, and handed an item to the nearest person.

‘Oh, I know how this game is played,’ some child cried, happily, in the dark. ‘He gets some old chicken innards from the icebox and hands them around and says, “These are her innards!” And he makes a clay head and passes it for her head, and passes a soup bone for her arm. And he takes a marble and says, “This is her eye!” And he takes some corn and says, “This is her teeth!” And he takes a sack of plum pudding and gives that and says, “This is her stomach!&” I know how this is played!’

‘Hush, you’ll spoil everything,’ some girl said.

‘The witch came to harm, and this is her arm,’ said Mich.

‘Eeeeeeeeeeee!’

The items were passed and passed, like hot potatoes, around the cirle. Some children screamed, wouldn’t touch them. Some ran from their chairs to stand in the centre of the cellar until the grisly items had passed.

‘Aw, it’s only chicken insides,’ scoffed a boy. ‘Come back, Helen!’

Shot from hand to hand, with small scream after scream, the items went down, down, to be followed by another and another.

‘The witch cut apart, and this is her heart,’ said the husband.

Six or seven items moving at once through the laughing, trembling dark.

Louise spoke up. ‘Marion, don’t be afraid; it’s only play.”

Marion didn’t say anything.

‘Marion?, asked Louise. ‘Are you afraid?’

Marion didn’t speak.

‘She’s all right,’ said the husband. ‘She’s not afraid.’

On and on the passing, the screams, the hilarity.

The autumn wind sighed about the house. And he, the husband stood at the head of the dark cellar, intoning the words, handing out the items.

‘Marion?’ asked Louise again, from far across the cellar.

Everybody was talking.

‘Marion?’ called Louise.

Everybody quieted.

‘Marion, answer me, are you afraid?’

Marion didn’t answer.

The husband stood there, at the bottom of the cellar steps.

Louise called ‘Marion, are you there?’

No answer. The room was silent.

‘Where’s Marion?’ called Louise.

‘She was here’, said a boy.

‘Maybe she’s upstairs.’

‘Marion!’

No answer. It was quiet.

Louise cried out, ‘Marion, Marion!’

‘Turn on the lights,’ said one of the adults.

The items stopped passing. The children and adults sat with the witch’s items in their hands.

‘No.’ Louise gasped. There was a scraping of her chair, wildly, in the dark. ‘No. Don’t turn on the lights, oh, God, God, God, don’t turn them on, please, don’t turn on the lights, don’t!.Louise was shrieking now. The entire cellar froze with the scream.

Nobody moved.

Everyone sat in the dark cellar, suspended in the suddenly frozen task of this October game; the wind blew outside, banging the house, the smell of pumpkins and apples filled the room with the smell of the objects in their fingers while one boy cried, ‘I’ll go upstairs and look!’ and he ran upstairs hopefully and out around the house, four times around the house, calling, ‘Marion, Marion, Marion!’ over and over and at last coming slowly down the stairs into the waiting breathing cellar and saying to the darkenss, ‘I can’t find her.’

 

Then …… some idiot turned on the lights.



Tomorrow’s Child
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He did not want to be the father of a small blue pyramid. Peter Horn hadn’t planned it that way at all. Neither he nor his wife imagined that such a thing could happen to them. They had talked quietly for days about the birth of their coming child, they had eaten normal foods, slept a great deal, taken in a few shows, and, when it was time for her to fly in the helicopter to the hospital, her husband held her and kissed her.

“Honey, you’ll be home in six hours,” he said. “These new birth-mechanisms do everything but father the child for you.”

She remembered an old-time song. “No, no, they can’t take that away from me!” and sang it, and they laughed as the helicopter lifted them over the green way from country to city.

The doctor, a quiet gentleman named Wolcott, was very confident. Polly Ann, the wife, was made ready for the task ahead and the father was put, as usual, out in the waiting room where he could suck on cigarettes or take highballs from a convenient mixer. He was. feeling pretty good. This was the first baby, but there was not a thing to worry about. Polly Ann was in good hands.

Dr. Wolcott; came into the waiting room an hour later. He looked like a man who has seen death. Peter Horn, on his third highball, did not move. His hand tightened on the glass and he whispered:

“She’s dead.”

“No,” said Wolcott, quietly. “No, no, she’s fine. It’s the baby.”

“The baby’s dead, then.”

“The baby’s alive, too, but�drink the rest of that drink and come along after me. Something’s happened.”

Yes, indeed, something had happened. The “something” that had happened had brought the entire hospital out into the corridors. People were going and coming from one room to another. As Peter Horn was led through a hallway where attendants in white uniforms were standing around peering into each other’s faces and whispering, he became quite ill.

“Hey, looky looky!” “The child of Peter Horn! Incredible!”

They entered a small clean room. There was a crowd in the room, looking down at a low table. There was something on the table.

A small blue pyramid.

“Why’ve you brought me here?” said Horn, turning to the doctor.

The small blue pyramid moved. It began to cry.

Peter Horn pushed forward and looked down wildly. He was very white and he was breathing rapidly. “You don’t mean that’s it?”

The doctor named Wolcott nodded.

The blue pyramid had six blue snakelike appendages and three eyes that blinked from the tips of projecting structures.

Horn didn’t move.

“It weighs seven pounds, eight ounces,” someone said.

Horn thought to himself, they’re kidding me. This is some joke. Charlie Ruscoll is behind all this. He’ll pop in a door any moment and cry “April Fool!” and everybody’ll laugh. That’s not my child. Oh, horrible! They’re kidding me.

Horn stood there, and the sweat rolled down his face.

“Get me away from here.” Horn turned and his hands were opening and closing without purpose, his eyes were flickering.

Wolcott held his elbow, talking calmly. “This is your child. Understand that, Mr. Horn.”

“No. No, it’s not.” His mind wouldn’t touch the thing. “It’s a nightmare. Destroy it!”

“You can’t kill a human being.”

“Human?” Horn blinked tears. “That’s not human! That’s a crime against God!”

The doctor went on, quickly. “We’ve examined this�child�and we’ve decided that it is not a mutant, a result of gene destruction or rearrangement. It’s not a freak. Nor is it sick. Please listen to everything I say to you.”

Horn stared at the wall, his eyes wide and sick. He swayed. The doctor talked distantly, with assurance.

“The child was somehow affected by the birth pressure. There was a dimensional distructure caused by the simultaneous short-circuitings and malfunctionings of the new birth and hypnosis machines. Well, anyway,” the doctor ended lamely, “your baby was born into�another dimension.”

Horn did not even nod. He stood there, waiting.

Dr. Wolcott made it emphatic. “Your child is alive, well, and happy. It is lying there, on the table. But because it was born into another dimension it has a shape alien to us. Our eyes, adjusted to a three-dimensional concept, cannot recognize it as a baby. But it is. Underneath that camouflage, the strange pyramidal shape and appendages, it is your child.”

Horn closed his mouth and shut his eyes. “Can. I have a drink?”

“Certainly.” A drink was thrust into Horn’s hands.

“Now, let me just sit down, sit down somewhere a moment.” Horn sank wearily into a chair. It was coming clear. Everything shifted slowly into place. It was his child, no matter what. He shuddered. No matter how horrible it looked, it was his first child.

At last he looked up and tried to see the doctor. “What’ll we tell Polly?” His voice was hardly a whisper.

“We’ll work that out this morning, as soon as you feel up to it.”

“What happens after that? Is there any way to�change it back?”

“We’ll try. That is, if you give us permission to try. After all, it’s your child. You can do anything with him you want to do.”

“Him?” Horn laughed ironically, shutting his eyes. “How do you know it’s a him?” He sank down into darkness. His ears roared.

Wolcott was visibly upset. “Why, we�that is�well, we don’t know, for sure.”

Horn drank more of his drink. “What if you can’t change him back?”

“I realize what a shock it is to you, Mr. Horn. If you can’t bear to look upon the child, we’ll be glad to raise him here, at the Institute, for you.”

Horn thought it over. “Thanks. But he still belongs to me and Polly. I’ll give him a home. Raise him like I’d raise any kid. Give him a normal home life. Try to learn to love him. Treat him right.” His lips were numb, he couldn’t think.

“You realize what a job you’re taking on, Mr. Horn? This child can’t be allowed to have normal playmates; why, they’d pester it to death in no time. You know how children are. If you decide to raise the child at home, his life will be strictly regimented, he must never be seen by anyone. Is that clear?”

“Yes. Yes, it’s clear. Doc. Doc, is he all right mentally?”

“Yes. We’ve tested his reactions. He’s a fine healthy child as far as nervous response and such things go.”

“I just wanted to be sure. Now, the only problem is Polly.”

Wolcott frowned. “I confess that one has me stumped. You know it is pretty hard on a woman to hear that her child has been born dead. But this, telling a woman she’s given birth to something not recognizable as human. It’s not as clean as death. There’s too much chance for shock. And yet I must tell her the truth. A doctor gets nowhere by lying to his patient.”

Horn put his glass down. “I don’t want to lose Polly, too. I’d be prepared now, if you destroyed the child, to take it. But I don’t want Polly killed by the shock of this whole thing.”

“I think we may be able to change the child back. That’s the point which makes me hesitate. If I thought the case was hopeless I’d make out a certificate of euthanasia immediately. But it’s at least worth a chance.”

Horn was very tired. He was shivering quietly, deeply. “All right, doctor. It needs food, milk, and love until you can fix it up. It’s had a raw deal so far, no reason for it to go on getting a raw deal. When will we tell Polly?”

“Tomorrow afternoon, when she wakes up.”

Horn got up and walked to the table which was warmed by a soft illumination from overhead. The blue pyramid sat upon the table as Horn held out his hand.

“Hello, Baby,” said Horn.

The blue pyramid looked up at Horn with three bright blue eyes. It shifted a tiny blue tendril, touching Horn’s fingers with it.

Horn shivered.

“Hello, Baby.”

The doctor produced a special feeding bottle. “This is woman’s milk. Here we go.”

 

Baby looked upward through clearing mists. Baby saw the shapes moving over him and knew them to be friendly. Baby was newborn, but already alert, strangely alert. Baby was aware.

There were moving objects above and around Baby. Six cubes of a gray-white color, bending down. Six cubes with hexagonal appendages and three eyes to each cube. Then there were two other cubes coming from a distance over a crystalline plateau. One of the cubes was white. It had three eyes, too. There was something about this White Cube that Baby liked. There was an attraction. Some relation. There was an odor to the White Cube that reminded Baby of itself.

Shrill sounds came from the six bending-down gray-white cubes. Sounds of curiosity and wonder. It was like a kind of piccolo music, all playing at once.

Now the two newly arrived cubes, the White Cube and the Gray Cube, were whistling. After a while the White Cube extended one of its hexagonal appendages to touch Baby. Baby responded by putting out one of its tendrils from its pyramidal body. Baby liked the White Cube. Baby liked. Baby was hungry. Baby liked. Maybe the White Cube would give it food

 

The Gray Cube produced a pink globe for Baby. Baby was now to be fed. Good. Good. Baby accepted food eagerly.

Food was good. All the gray-white cubes drifted away, leaving only the nice White Cube standing over Baby looking down and whistling over and over. Over and over.

 

They told Polly the next day. Not everything. Just enough. Just a hint. They told her the baby was not well, in a certain way. They talked slowly, and in ever-tightening circles, in upon Polly. Then Dr. Wolcott gave a long lecture on the birth-mechanisms, how they helped a woman in her labor, and how, this time, they short-circuited. There was another man of scientific means present and he gave her a dry little talk on dimensions, holding up his fingers, so! one, two, three, and four. Still another man talked of energy and matter. Another spoke of underprivileged children.

Polly finally sat up in bed and said, “What’s all the talk for? What’s wrong with my baby that you should all be talking so long?”

Wolcott told her.

“Of course, you can wait a week and see it,” he said. “Or you can sign over guardianship of the child to the Institute.”

“There’s only one thing I want to know,” said Polly.

Dr. Wolcott raised his brows.

“Did I make the child that way?” asked Polly.

“You most certainly did not!”

“The child isn’t a monster, genetically?” asked Polly.

“The child was thrust into another continuum. Otherwise, it is perfectly normal.”

Polly’s tight, lined mouth relaxed. She said, simply, “Then bring me my baby. I want to see him. Please. Now.”

They brought the “child.”

The Horns left the hospital the next day. Polly walked out on her own two good legs, with Peter Horn following her, looking at her in quiet amazement.

They did not have the baby with them. That would come later. Horn helped his wife into their helicopter and sat beside her. He lifted the ship, whirring, into the warm air.

“You’re a wonder,” he said.

“Am I?” she said, lighting a cigarette.

“You are. You didn’t cry. You didn’t do anything.”

“He’s not so bad, you know,” she said. “Once you get to know him. I can even�hold him in my arms. He’s warm and he cries and he even needs his triangular diapers.” Here she laughed. He noticed a nervous tremor in the laugh, however. “No, I didn’t cry, Pete, because that’s my baby. Or he will be. He isn’t dead, I thank God for that. He’s�I don’t know how to explain�still unborn. I like to think he hasn’t been born yet. We’re waiting for him to show up. I have confidence in Dr. Wolcott. Haven’t you?”

“You’re right. You’re right.” He reached over and held her hand. “You know something? You’re a peach.”

“I can hold on,” she said, sitting there looking ahead as the green country swung under them. “As long as I know something good will happen, I won’t let it hurt or shock me. I’ll wait six months, and then maybe I’ll kill myself.”

“Polly!”

She looked at him as if he’d just come in. “Pete, I’m sorry. But this sort of thing doesn’t happen. Once it’s over and the baby is finally ‘born’ I’ll forget it so quick it’ll never have occurred. But if the doctor can’t help us, then a mind can’t take it, a mind can only tell the body to climb out on a roof and jump.”

“Things’ll be all right,” he said, holding to the guide-wheel. “They have to be.”

She said nothing, but let the cigarette smoke blow out of her mouth in the pounding concussion of the helicopter fan.

Three weeks passed. Every day they flew in to the Institute to visit “Py.” For that was the quiet calm name that Polly Horn gave to the blue pyramid that lay on the warm sleeping-table and blinked up at them. Dr. Wolcott was careful to point out that the habits of the “child” were as normal as any others; so many hours sleep, so many awake, so much attentiveness, so much boredom, so much food, so much elimination. Polly Horn listened, and her face softened and her eyes warmed.

At the end of the third week, Dr. Wolcott said, “Feel up to taking him home now? You live in the country, don’t you? All right, you have an enclosed patio, he can be out there in the sunlight, on occasion. He needs a mother’s love. That’s trite, but nevertheless true. He should be suckled. We have an arangement where he’s been fed by the new feed-mech; cooing voice, warmth, hands, and all.” Dr. Wolcott’s voice was dry. “But still I feel you are familiar enough with him now to know he’s a pretty healthy child. Are you game, Mrs. Horn?”

“Yes, I’m game.”’

“Good. Bring him in every third day for a checkup. Here’s his formula. We’re working on several solutions now, Mrs. Horn. We should have some results for you by the end of the year. I don’t want to say anything definite, but I have reason to believe we’ll pull that boy right out of the fourth dimension, like a rabbit out of a hat.”

The doctor was mildly surprised and pleased when Polly Horn kissed him, then and there.

 

Pete Horn took the copter home over the smooth rolling greens of Griffith. From time to time he looked at the pyramid lying in Polly’s arms. She was making cooing noises at it, it was replying in approximately the same way.

“I wonder,” said Polly.

“What?”

“How do we look to it?” asked his wife.

“I asked Wolcott about that. He said we probably look funny to him, also. He’s in one dimension, we’re in another.”

“You mean we don’t look like men and women to him?”

“If we could see ourselves, no. But remember, the baby knows nothing of men or women. To the baby whatever shape we’re in, we are natural. It’s accustomed to seeing us shaped like cubes or squares or pyramids, as it sees us from its separate dimension. The baby’s had no other experience, no other norm with which to compare what it sees. We are its norm. On the other hand, the baby seems weird to us because we compare it to our accustomed shapes and sizes.”

“Yes, I see. I see.”

Baby was conscious of movement. One White Cube held him in warm appendages. Another White Cube sat further over, within an oblong of purple. The oblong moved in the air over a vast bright plain of pyramids, hexagons, oblongs, pillars, bubbles, and multi-colored cubes.

One White Cube made a whistling noise. The other White Cube replied with a whistling. The White Cube that held him shifted about. Baby watched die two White Cubes, and watched the fleeing world outside the traveling bubble.

Baby felt�sleepy. Baby closed his eyes, settled his pyramidal youngness upon the lap of the White Cube, and made faint little noises

 

“He’s asleep,” said Polly Horn.

 

Summer came, Peter Horn himself was busy with his export-import business. But he made certain he was home every night. Polly was all right during the day, but, at night, when she had to be alone with the child, she got to smoking too much, and one night he found her passed out on the davenport, an empty sherry bottle on the table beside her. From then on, he took care of the child himself nights. When it cried it made a weird whistling noise, like some jungle animal lost and wailing. It wasn’t the sound of a child.

Peter Horn had the nursery soundproofed.

“So your wife won’t hear your baby crying?” asked the workman.

“Yes,” said Peter Horn. “So she won’t hear.”

They had few visitors. They were afraid that someone might stumble on Py, dear sweet pyramid little Py.

“What’s that noise?” asked a visitor one evening, over his cocktail. “Sounds like some sort of bird. You didn’t tell me you had an aviary. Peter?”

“Oh, yes,” said Horn, closing the nursery door. “Have another drink. Let’s drink, everyone.”

It was like having a dog or a cat in the house. At least that’s how Polly looked upon it. Peter Horn watched her and observed exactly how she talked and petted the small Py. It was Py this and Py that, but somehow with some reserve, and sometimes she would look around the room and touch herself, and her hands would clench, and she would look lost and afraid, as if she were waiting for someone to arrive.

In September, Polly reported to her husband: “He can say Father. Yes he can. Come on, Py. Say, Father!”

She held the blue warm pyramid up.

“Wheelly,” whistled the tittle warm blue pyramid.

“Again,” repeated Polly.

“Wheelly!” whistled the pyramid.

“For God’s sake, stop!” said Pete Horn. He took the child from her and put it in the nursery where it whistled over and over that name, that name, that name. Horn came out and poured himself a stiff drink. Polly was laughing quietly.

“Isn’t that terrific?” she said. “Even his voice is in the fourth dimension. Won’t it be nice when he learns to talk later? We’ll give him Hamlet’s soliloquy to memorize and he’ll say it but it’ll come out like something from James Joyce! Aren’t we lucky? Give me a drink.”

“You’ve had enough,” he said.

“Thanks, I’ll help myself,” she said and did.

October, and then November. Py was learning to talk now. He whistled and squealed and made a bell-like tone when he was hungry. Dr. Wolcott visited. “When his color is a constant bright blue,” said the doctor, “that means he’s healthy. When the color fades, dull�the child is feeling poorly. Remember that.”

“Oh, yes, I will, I will,” said Polly. “Robin’s-egg blue for health, dull cobalt for illness.”

“Young lady,” said Wolcott. “You’d better take a couple of these pills and come see me tomorrow for a little chat. I don’t like the way you’re talking. Stick out your tongue. Ah-hmm. You been drinking? Look at the stains on your fingers. Cut the cigarettes in half, See you tomorrow.”

“You don’t give me much to go on,” said Polly. “It’s been almost a year now.”

“My dear Mrs. Horn, I don’t want to excite you continually. When we have our mechs ready we’ll let you know. We’re working every day. There’ll be an experiment soon. Take those pills now and shut that nice mouth.” He chucked Py under the “chin.” “Good healthy baby, by God! Twenty pounds if he’s an ounce!”

 

Baby was conscious of the goings and comings of the two nice White Cubes who were with him during all of his waking hours. There was another cube, a gray one, who visited on certain days. But mostly it was the two White Cubes who cared for and loved him. He looked up at the one warm, rounder, softer White Cube and made the low warbling soft sound of contentment. The White Cube fed him. He was content. He grew. All was familiar and good.

The New Year, the year 1989, arrived.

Rocket ships flashed on the sky, and helicopters whirred and flourished the warm California winds.

 

Peter Horn carted home large plates of specially poured blue and gray polarized glass, secretly. Through these, he peered at his “child.” Nothing. The pyramid remained a pyramid, no matter if he viewed it through X-ray or yellow cellophane. The barrier was unbreakable. Horn returned quietly to his drinking.

The big thing happened early in February. Horn, arriving home in his helicopter, was appalled to see a crowd of neighbors gathered on the lawn of his home. Some of them were sitting, others were standing, still others were moving away, with frightened expressions on their faces.

Polly was walking the “child” in the yard.

Polly was quite drunk. She held the small blue pyramid by the hand and walked him up and down. She did not see the helicopter land, nor did she pay much attention as Horn came running up.

One of the neighbors turned. “Oh, Mr. Horn, it’s the cutest thing. Where’d you find it?”

One of the others cried, “Hey, you’re quite the traveler, Horn. Pick it up in South America?”

Polly held the pyramid up. “Say Father!” she cried, trying to focus on her husband.

“Wheel!” cried the pyramid.

“Polly!” Peter Horn said.

“He’s friendly as a dog or a cat,” said Polly moving the child with her. “Oh, no, he’s not dangerous. He’s friendly as a baby. My husband brought him from Afghanistan.”

The neighbors began to move off.

“Come back!” Polly waved at them. “Don’t you want to see my baby? Isn’t he simply beautiful!”

He slapped her face.

“My baby,” she said, brokenly.

He slapped her again and again until she quit saying it and collapsed. He picked her up and took her into the house. Then he came out and took Py in and then he sat down and phoned the Institute.

“Dr. Wolcott, this is Horn. You’d better have your stuff ready. It’s tonight or not at all.”

There was a hesitation. Finally Wolcott sighed. “All right. Bring your wife and the child. We’ll try to have things in shape.”

They hung up.

Horn sat there studying the pyramid.

“The neighbors thought he was grand,” said his wife, lying on the couch, her eyes shut, her lips trembling

 

The Institute hall smelled clean, neat, sterile. Dr. Wolcott walked along it, followed by Peter Horn and his wife Polly, who was holding Py in her arms. They turned in at a doorway and stood in a large room. In the center of the room were two tables with large black hoods suspended over them.

Behind the tables were a number of machines with dials and levers on them. There was the faintest perceptible hum in the room. Pete Horn looked at Polly for a moment.

Wolcott gave her a glass of liquid. “Drink this.” She drank it. “Now. Sit down.” They both sat. The doctor put his hands together and looked at them for a moment.

“I want to tell you what I’ve been doing in the last few months,” he said. “I’ve tried to bring the baby out of whatever hell dimension, fourth, fifth, or sixth, that it is in. Each time you left the baby for a checkup we worked on the problem. Now, we have a solution, but it has nothing to do with bringing the baby out of the dimension in which it exists.”

Polly sank back. Horn simply watched the doctor carefully for anything he might say. Wolcott leaned forward.

“I can’t bring Py out, but I can put you people in. That’s it.” He spread his hands.

Horn looked at the machine in the corner. “You mean you can send us into Py’s dimension?”

“If you want to go badly enough.”

Polly said nothing. She held Py quietly and looked at him.

Dr. Wolcott explained. “We know what series of malfunctions, mechanical and electrical, forced Py into his present state. We can reproduce those accidents and stresses. But bringing him back is something else. It might take a million trials and failures before we got the combination. The combination that jammed him into another space was an accident, but luckily we saw, observed, and recorded it. There are no records for bringing one back. We have to work in the dark. Therefore, it will be easier to put you in the fourth dimension than to bring Py into ours.”

Polly asked, simply and earnestly, “Will I see my baby as he really is, if I go into his dimension?”

Wolcott nodded.

Polly said, “Then, I want to go.”

“Hold on,” said Peter Horn. “We’ve only been in this office five minutes and already you’re promising away the rest of your life.”

.“I’ll be with my real baby. I won’t care.”

“Dr. Wolcott, what will it be like, in that dimension on the other side?”

“There will be no change that you will notice. You will both seem the same size and shape to one another. The pyramid will become a baby, however. You will have added an extra sense, you will be able to interpret what you see differently.”

“But won’t we turn into oblongs or pyramids ourselves? And won’t you, doctor, look like some geometrical form instead of a human?”

“Does a blind man who sees for the first time give up his ability to hear or taste?”

“No.”

“All right, then. Stop thinking in terms of subtraction. Think in terms of addition. You’re gaining something. You lose nothing. You know what a human looks like, which is an advantage Py doesn’t have, looking out from his dimension. When you arrive ‘over there’ you can see Dr. Wolcott as both things, a geometrical abstract or a human, as you choose. It will probably make quite a philosopher out of you. There’s one other thing, however.”

“And that?”

“To everyone else in the world you, your wife and the child will look like abstract forms. The baby a triangle. Your wife an oblong perhaps. Yourself a hexagonal solid. The world will be shocked, not you.”

“We’ll be freaks.”

“You’ll be freaks. But you won’t know it. You’ll have to lead a secluded life.”

“Until you find a way to bring all three of us out together.”

“That’s right. It may be ten years, twenty. I won’t recommend it to you, you may both go quite mad as a result of feeling apart, different. If there’s a grain of paranoia in you, it’ll come out. It’s up to you, naturally.”

Peter Horn looked at his wife, she looked back gravely.

“We’ll go,” said Peter Horn.

“Into Py’s dimension?” said Wolcott.

“Into Py’s dimension.”

They stood up from their chairs. “We’ll lose no other sense, you’re certain, doctor? Will you be able to understand us when we talk to you? Py’s talk is incomprehensible.”

“Py talks that way because that’s what he thinks we sound like when our talk comes through the dimensions to him. He imitates the sound. When you are over there and talk to me, you’ll be talking perfect English, because you know how. Dimensions have to do with senses and time and knowledge.”

“And what: about Py? When we come into his strata of existence. Will he see us as humans, immediately, and won’t that be a shock to him? Won’t: it be dangerous?”

“He’s awfully young. Things haven’t got too set for him, There’ll be a slight shock, but your odors will be the same, and your voices will have the same timber and pitch and you’ll be just as warm and loving, which is most important of all. You’ll get on with him well.”

Horn scratched his head slowly. “This seems such a long way around to where we want to go.” He sighed. “I wish we could have another kid and forget all about this one.”

“This baby is the one that counts. I dare say Polly here wouldn’t want any other, would you, Polly?”

“This baby, this baby,” said Polly.

Wolcott gave Peter Horn a meaningful look. Horn interpreted it correctly. This baby or no more Polly ever again. This baby or Polly would be in a quiet room somewhere staring into space for the rest of her life.

They moved toward the machine together. “I guess I can stand it, if she can,” said Horn, taking her hand. “I’ve worked hard for a good many years now, it might be fun retiring and being an abstract for a change.”

“I envy you the journey, to be honest with you,” said Wolcott, making adjustments on the large dark machine. “I don’t mind telling you that as a result of your being ‘over there’ you may very well write a volume of philosophy that will set Dewey, Bergson, Hegel, or any of the others on their ears. I might ‘come over’ to visit you one day.”

“You’ll be welcome. What do we need for the trip?”

“Nothing. Just lie on these tables and be still.”

A humming filled the room. A sound of power and energy and warmth.

They lay on the tables, holding hands, Polly and Peter Horn. A double black hood came down over them. They were both in darkness. From somewhere far off in the hospital, a voice-clock sang, “Tick tock, seven o’clock. Tick tock, seven o’clock

” fading away in a little soft gong.

The low humming grew louder. The machine glittered with hidden, shifting, compressed power.

“Is there any danger?” cried Peter Horn.

“None!”

The power screamed. The very atoms of the room divided against each other, into alien and enemy camps. The two sides fought for supremacy. Horn gaped his mouth to shout. His insides became pyramidal, oblong with terrific electric seizures. He felt a pulling, sucking, demanding power claw at his body. The power yearned and nuzzled and pressed through the room. The dimensions of the black hood over his torso were stretched, pulled into wild planes of incomprehension. Sweat, pouring down his face, was not sweat, but a pure dimensional essence! His limbs were wrenched, flung, jabbed, suddenly Caught. He began to melt like running wax.

A clicking sliding noise.

Horn thought swiftly, but calmly. How will it be in the future with Polly and me and Py at home and people coming over for a cocktail party? How will it be?

Suddenly he knew how it would be and the thought of it filled him with a great awe and a sense of credulous faith and time. They would live in the same white house on the same quiet, green hill, with a high fence around it to keep out the merely curious. And Dr. Wolcott would come to visit, park his beetle in the yard below, come up the steps and at the door would be a tall slim White Rectangle to meet him with a dry martini in its snakelike hand.

And in an easy chair across the room would sit a Salt White Oblong with a copy of Nietzsche open, reading, smoking a pipe. And on the floor would be Py, running about. And there would be talk and more friends would come in and the White Oblong and the White Rectangle would laugh and joke and offer little finger sandwiches and more drinks and it would be a good evening of talk and laughter. That’s how it would be. Click.

The humming noise stopped. The hood lifted from Horn. It was all over.

They were in another dimension. He heard Polly cry out. There was much light. Then he slipped from the table, stood blinking. Polly was running. She stopped and picked up something from the floor.

It was Peter Horn’s son. A living, pink-faced, blue-eyed boy, lying in her arms, gasping and blinking and crying.

The pyramidal shape was gone. Polly was crying with happiness.

Peter Horn walked across the room, trembling, trying to smile himself, to hold on to Polly and the child, both at the same time, and weep with them.

“Well!” said Wolcott, standing back. He did not move for a long while. He only watched the White Oblong and the slim White Rectangle holding the Blue Pyramid on the opposite side of the room. An assistant came in the door.

“Shhh,” said Wolcott, hand to his lips. “They’ll want to be alone awhile. Come along.” He took the assistant by the arm and tiptoed across the room. The White Rectangle and the White Oblong didn’t even look up when the door closed.



Kaleidoscope




1949
The first concussion cut the rocket up the side with a giant can opener. The men were thrown into space like a dozen wriggling silverfish. They were scattered into a dark sea; and the ship, in a million pieces, went on, a meteor swarm seeking a lost sun.

“Barkley, Barkley, where are you?”

The sound of voices calling like lost children on a cold night

“Woode, Woode!”

“Captain!”

“Hollis, Hollis, this is Stone.”

“Stone, this is Hollis. Where are you?”

“I don’t know. How can I? Which way is up? I’m falling. Good God, I’m falling.”

They fell. They fell as pebbles fall down wells. They were scattered as jackstones are scattered from a gigantic throw. And now instead of men there were only voices-all kinds of voices, disembodied and impassioned, in varying degrees of terror and resignation.

“We’re going away from each other.”

This was true. Hollis, swinging head over heels, knew this was true. He knew it with a vague acceptance. They were parting to go their separate ways, and nothing could bring them back. They were wearing their sealed-tight space suits with the glass tubes over their pale faces, but they hadn’t had time to lock on their force units. With them they could be small lifeboats in space, saving themselves, saving others, collecting together, finding each other until they were an island of men with some plan. But without the force units snapped to their shoulders they were meteors, senseless, each going to a separate and irrevocable fate.

A period of perhaps ten minutes elapsed while the first terror died and a metallic calm took its place. Space began to weave its strange voices in and out, on a great dark loom, crossing, recrossing, making a final pattern.

“Stone to Hollis. How long can we talk by phone?”

“It depends on how fast you’re going your way and I’m going mine.”

“An hour, I make it.”

“That should do it,” said Hollis, abstracted and quiet.

“What happened?” said Hollis a minute later.

“The rocket blew up, that’s all. Rockets do blow up.”

“Which way are you going?”

“It looks like I’ll hit the moon.”

“It’s Earth for me. Back to old Mother Earth at ten thousand miles per hour. I’ll burn like a match.” Hollis thought of it with a queer abstraction of mind. He seemed to be removed from his body, watching it fall down and down through space, as objective as he had been in regard to the first falling snowflakes of a winter season long gone.

 

The others were silent, thinking of the destiny that had brought them to this, falling, falling, and nothing they could do to change it. Even the captain was quiet, for there was no command or plan he knew that could put things back together again.

“Oh, it’s a long way down. Oh, if s a long way down, a long, long, long way down,” said a voice. “I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die, if s a long way down.”

“Who’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Stimson, I think. Stimson, is that you?”

“It’s a long, long way and I don’t like it. Oh, God, I don’t like it.”

“Stimson, this is Hollis. Stimson, you hear me?”

A pause while they fell separate from one another.

“Stimson?”

“Yes.” He replied at last.

“Stimson, take it easy; we’re all in the same fix.”

“I don’t want to be here. I want to be somewhere else.”

“There’s a chance we’ll be found.”

“I must be, I must be,” said Stimson. “I don’t believe this; I don’t believe any of this is happening.”

“It’ s a bad dream,” said someone.

“Shut up!” said Hollis.

“Come and make me,” said the voice. It was Applegate. He laughed easily, with a similar objectivity. “Come and shut me up.”

Hollis for the first time felt the impossibility of his position. A great anger filled him, for he wanted more than anything at this moment to be able to do something to Applegate. He had wanted for many years to do something and now it was too late. Applegate was only a telephonic voice.

Falling, falling, falling…

 

Now, as if they had discovered the horror, two of the men began to scream. In a nightmare Hollis saw one of them float by, very near, screaming and screaming.

“Stop it!” The man was almost at his fingertips, screaming insanely. He would never stop. He would go on screaming for a million miles, as long as he was in radio range, disturbing all of them, making it impossible for them to talk to one another.

Hollis reached out. It was best this way. He made the extra effort and touched the man. He grasped the man’s ankle and pulled himself up along the body until he reached the head. The man screamed and clawed frantically, like a drowning swimmer. The screaming filled the universe.

One way or the other, thought Hollis. The moon or Earth or meteors will kill him, so why not now?

He smashed the man’s glass mask with his iron fist. The screaming stopped. He pushed off from the body and let it spin away on its own course, falling.

 

Falling, falling down space Hollis and the rest of them went in the long, endless dropping and whirling of silence.

“Hollis, you still there?”

Hollis did not speak, but felt the rush of heat in his face.

“This is Applegate again.”

“All right, Applegate.”

“Let’s talk. We haven’t anything else to do.”

The captain cut in. “That’s enough of that. We’ve got to figure a way out of this.”

“Captain, why don’t you shut up?” said Applegate.

“What!”

“You heard me, Captain. Don’t pull your rank on me, you’re ten thousand miles away by now, and let’s s not kid ourselves. As Stimson puts it, it’s a long way down.”

“See here, Applegate!”

“Can it. This is a mutiny of one. I haven’t a damn thing to lose. Your ship was a bad ship and you were a bad captain and I hope you break when you hit the Moon.”

“I’m ordering you to stop!”

“Go on, order me again.” Applegate smiled across ten thousand miles. The captain was silent. Applegate continued, “Where were we, Hollis? Oh yes, I remember. I hate you too. But you know that. You’ve known it for a long time.”

Hollis clenched his fists, helplessly.

“I want to tell you something,” said Applegate. “Make you happy. I was the one who blackballed you with the Rocket Company five years ago.”

A meteor flashed by. Hollis looked down and his left hand was gone. Blood spurted. Suddenly there was no air in his suit He had enough air in his lungs to move his right hand over and twist a knob at his left elbow, tightening the joint and sealing the leak. It had happened so quickly that he was not surprised. Nothing surprised him any more. The air in the suit came back to normal in an instant now that the leak was sealed. And the blood that had flowed so swiftly was pressured as he fastened the knob yet tighter, until it made a tourniquet.

All of this took place in a terrible silence on his part. And the other men chatted. That one man, Lespere, went on and on with his talk about his wife on Mars, his wife on Venus, his wife on Jupiter, his money, his wondrous times, his drunkenness, his gambling, his happiness. On and on, while they all fell. Lespere reminisced on the past, happy, while he fell to his death.

 

It was so very odd. Space, thousands of miles of space, and these voices vibrating in the center of it. No one visible at all, and only the radio waves quivering and trying to quicken other men into emotion.

“Are you angry, Hollis?”

“No.” And he was not. The abstraction has returned and he was a thing of dull concrete, forever falling nowhere.

“You wanted to get to the top all your life, Hollis. You always wondered what happened. I put the black mark on you just before I was tossed out myself.”

“That isn’t important,” said Hollis. And it was not. It was gone. When life is over it is like a flicker of bright film, an instant on the screen, all of its prejudices and passions condensed and illumined for an instant on space, and before you could cry out, “There was a happy day, there a bad one, there an evil face, there a good one,” the film burned to a cinder, the screen went dark.

From this outer edge of his life, looking back, there was only one remorse, and that was only that he wished to go on living. Did all dying people feel this way, as if they had never lived? Did life seem that short, indeed, over and done before you took a breath? Did it seem this abrupt and impossible to everyone, or only to himself, here, now, with a few hours left to him for thought and deliberation?

One of the other men, Lespere, was talking. “Well, I had me a good time: I had a wife on Mars, Venus, and Jupiter. Each of them had money and treated me swell. I got drunk and once I gambled away twenty thousand dollars.”

But you’re here now, thought Hollis. I didn’t have any of those things. When I was living I was jealous of you, Lespere; when I had another day ahead of me I envied you your women and your good times. Women frightened me and I went into space, always wanting them and jealous of you for having them, and money, and as much happiness as you could have in your own wild way. But now, falling here, with everything over, I’m not jealous of you any more, because if s over for you as it is for me, and right now if s like it never was. Hollis craned his face forward and shouted into the telephone. “If s all over, Lespere!”

Silence.

“If s just as if it never was, Lespere!”

“Who’s that?” Lespere’s faltering voice.

“This is Hollis.”

He was being mean. He felt the meanness, the senseless meanness of dying. Applegate had hurt him; now he wanted to hurt another. Applegate and space had both wounded him.

“You’re out here, Lespere. If s all over. It’s just as if it had never happened, isn’t it?”

“No.”

“When anything’s over, it’s just like it never happened. Where’s your life any better than mine, now? Now is what counts. Is it any better? Is it?”

“Yes, it’s better!”

“How!”

“Because I got my thoughts, I remember!” cried Lespere, far away, indignant, holding his memories to his chest with both hands.

And he was right. With a feeling of cold water rushing through his head and body, Hollis knew he was right. There were differences between memories and dreams. He had only dreams of things he had wanted to do, while Lespere had memories of things done and accomplished. And this knowledge began to pull Hollis apart, with a slow, quivering precision.

“What good does it do you?” he cried to Lespere. “Now? When a thing’s over it’s not good any more. You’re no better off than I.”

“I’m resting easy,” said Lespere. “I’ve had my turn. I’m not getting mean at the end, like you.”

“Mean?” Hollis turned the word on his tongue. He had never been mean, as long as he could remember, in his life. He had never dared to be mean. He must have saved it all of these years for such a time as this. “Mean.” He rolled the word into the back of his mind. He felt tears start into his eyes and roll down his face. Someone must have heard his gasping voice.

‘Take it easy, Hollis.”

It was, of course, ridiculous. Only a minute before he had been giving advice to others, to Stimson; he had felt a braveness which he had thought to be the genuine thing, and now he knew that it had been nothing but shock and the objectivity possible in shock. Now he was trying to pack a lifetime of suppressed emotion into an interval of minutes.

“I know how you feel, Hollis,” said Lespere, now twenty thousand miles away, his voice fading. “I don’t take it personally.”

But aren’t we equal? he wondered. Lespere and I? Here, now? If a thing’s over, if s done, and what good is it? You die anyway. But he knew he was rationalizing, for it was like trying to tell the difference between a live man and a corpse. There was a spark in one, and not in the other - an aura, a mysterious element.

So it was with Lespere and himself; Lespere had lived a good full life, and it made him a different man now, and he, Hollis, had been as good as dead for many years. They came to death by separate paths and, in all likelihood, if there were lands of death, their kinds would be as different as night from day. The quality of death, like that of life, must be of an infinite variety, and if one has already died once, then what was there to look for in dying for good and all, as he was now?

It was a second later that he discovered his right foot was cut sheer away. It almost made him laugh. The air was gone from his suit again. He bent quickly, and there was blood, and the meteor had taken flesh and suit away to the ankle. Oh, death in space was most humorous. It cut you away, piece by piece, like a black and invisible butcher. He tightened the valve at the knee, his head whirling into pain, fighting to remain aware, and with the valve tightened, the blood retained, the air kept, he straightened op and went on falling, falling, for that was all there was left to do.

“Hollis?”

Hollis nodded sleepily, tired of waiting for death.

“This is Applegate again,” said the voice.

“Yes.”

‘I’ve had time to think. I listened to you. This isn’t good. It makes us bad. This is a bad way to die. It brings all the bile out. You listening, Hollis?”

“Yes.”

“I lied. A minute ago. I lied. I didn’t blackball you. I don’t know why I said that. Guess I wanted to hurt you. You seemed the one to hurt. We’ve always fought Guess I’m getting old fast and repenting fast I guess listening to you be mean made me ashamed. Whatever the reason, I want you to know I was an idiot too. There’s not an ounce of truth in what I said. To hell with you.”

Hollis felt his heart begin to work again. It seemed as if it hadn’t worked for five minutes, but now all of his limbs began to take color and warmth. The shock was over, and the successive shocks of anger and terror and loneliness were passing. He felt like a man emerging from a cold shower in the morning, ready for breakfast and a new day.

“Thanks, Applegate.”

“Don’t mention it. Up your nose, you bastard.”

“Hey,” said Stone.

“What?” Hollis called across space; for Stone, of all of them, was a good friend.

“I’ve got myself into a meteor swarm, some little asteroids.”

“Meteors?”

“I think it’s the Myrmidone cluster that goes out past Mars and in toward Earth once every five years. I’m right in the middle. If s like a big kaleidoscope. You get all kinds of colors and shapes and sizes. God, if s beautiful, all that metal.”

Silence.

“I’m going with them,” said Stone. “They’re taking me off with them. I’ll be damned.” He laughed.

Hollis looked to see, but saw nothing. There were only the great diamonds and sapphires and emerald mists and velvet inks of space, with God’s voice mingling among the crystal fires. There was a kind of wonder and imagination in the thought of Stone going off in the meteor swarm, out past Mars for years and coming in toward Earth every five years, passing in and out of the planet’s ken for the next million centuries. Stone and the Myrmidone cluster eternal and unending, shifting and shaping like the kaleidoscope colors when you were a child and held the long tube to the sun and gave it a twirl.

“So long, Hollis.” Stone’s voice, very faint now. “So long.”

“Good luck,” shouted Hollis across thirty thousand miles.

“Don’t be funny,” said Stone, and was gone.

The stars closed in.

Now all the voices were fading, each on his own trajectory, some to Mars, others into farthest space. And Hollis himself… He looked down. He, of all the others, was going back to Earth alone.

“So long.”

“Take it easy.”

“So long, Hollis.” That was Applegate.

The many good-bys. The short farewells. And now the great loose brain was disintegrating. The components of the brain which had worked so beautifully and efficiently in the skull case of the rocket ship firing through space were dying one by one; the meaning of their life together was falling apart. And as a body dies when the brain ceases functioning, so the spirit of the ship and their long time together and what they meant to one another was dying. Applegate was now no more than a finger blown from the parent body, no longer to be despised and worked against. The brain was exploded, and the senseless, useless fragments of it were far scattered. The voices faded and now all of space was silent. Hollis was alone, falling.

They were all alone. Their voices had died like echoes of the words of God spoken and vibrating in the starred deep. There went the captain to the Moon; there Stone with the meteor swarm; there Stimson; there Applegate toward Pluto; there Smith and Turner and Underwood and all the rest, the shards of the kaleidoscope that had formed a thinking pattern for so long, hurled apart.

And I? thought Hollis. What can I do? Is there anything I can do now to make up for a terrible and empty life? If only I could do one good thing to make up for the meanness I collected all these years and didn’t even know was in me! But there’s no one here but myself, and how can you do good all alone? You can’t. Tomorrow night I’ll hit Earth s atmosphere.

I’ll burn, he thought, and be scattered in ashes all over the continental lands. I’ll be put to use. Just a little bit, but ashes are ashes and they’ll add to the land.

He fell swiftly, like a bullet, like a pebble, like an iron weight, objective, objective all of the time now, not sad or happy or anything, but only wishing he could do a good thing now that everything was gone, a good thing for just himself to know about.

When I hit the atmosphere, I’ll burn like a meteor.

“I wonder,” he said, “if anyone’ll see me?”

The small boy on the country road looked up and screamed. “Look, Mom, look! A falling star!”

The blazing white star fell down the sky of dusk in Illinois. “Make a wish,” said his mother. “Make a wish.”
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They walked slowly down the street at about ten in the evening, talking calmly. They were both about thirty-five, both eminently sober.

‘But why so early?’ said Smith.

‘Because,’ said Braling.

‘Your first night out in years and you go home at ten o’clock.’

‘Nerves, I suppose.’

‘What I wonder is how you ever managed it. I’ve been trying to get you out for ten years for a quiet drink. And now, on the one night, you insist on turning in early.’

‘Mustn’t crowd my luck,’ said Braling.

‘What did you do, put sleeping powder in your wife’s coffee?’

‘No, that would be unethical. You’ll see soon enough.’

They turned a corner. ‘Honestly, Braling, I hate to say this, but you have been patient with her. You may not admit it to me, but marriage has been awful for you, hasn’t it?’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

‘It’s got around, anyway, here and there, how she got you to marry her. That time back in 1979 when you were going to Rio —

‘Dear Rio. I never did see it after all my plans.’

‘And how she tore her clothes and rumpled her hair and threatened to call the police unless you married her.’

‘She always was nervous, Smith, understand.’

‘It was more than unfair. You didn’t love her. You told her as much, didn’t you.

‘I recall that I was quite firm on the subject.’

‘But you married her anyhow.’

‘I had my business to think of, as well as my mother and father. A thing like that would have killed them.’

‘And it’s been ten years.

�Yes, said Braling, his gray eyes steady. �But I think perhaps it might change now. I think what I�ve waited for has come about. Look here.�

He drew forth a long blue ticket.

�Why, it�s a ticket for Rio on the Thursday rocket!� _

�Yes, _I�m finally going to make it.�

�But how wonderful! You do deserve it! But won�t she object? Cause trouble?�

Braling smiled nervously. �She won�t know I�m gone. I�ll be back in a month and no one the wiser, except you:�

Smith sighed. �I wish I were going with you.�

�Poor Smith, your marriage hasn�t exactly been roses, has it?�

�Not exactly, married to a woman who overdoes it. I mean, after all, when you�ve been married ten years, you don�t expect a woman to sit on your lap for two hours every evening, call you at work twelve times a day and talk baby talk. And it seems to me that in the last month she�s gotten worse. I wonder if perhaps she isn�t a little simple-minded?�

�Ah, Smith, always the conservative. Well, here�s my house. Now, would you like to know my secret? How I made it out this evening?�

�Will you really tell?�

�Look up, there!� said Braling.

They both stared up through the dark air.

In the window above them, on the second floor, a shade was raised. A man about thirty-five years old, with a touch of gray at either temple, sad gray eyes, and a small thin mustache looked down at them.

�Why, that�s _you!� _cried Smith.

�Sh-h-h, not so loud!� Braling waved upward. The man in the window gestured significantly and vanished.

�I must be insane,� said Smith. �Hold on a moment.�

They waited.

The street door of the apartment opened spare gentleman with the mustache and the came out to meet them.

�Hello, Braling,� he said.

�Hello, Braling,� said Braling. They were identical.

Smith stared. �Is this your twin brother? I never knew–

�No, no,� said Braling quietly. �Bend close. Put your ear Braling Two�s chest.�

Smith hesitated and then leaned forward to place his against the uncomplaining ribs.

Tick-tick- tick-tick- tick-tick- tick-tick. 

�Oh no! It can�t be!� �It is.�

�Let me listen again.�

Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick. 

Smith staggered back and fluttered his eyelids, appalled. reached out and touched the warm hands and the cheeks the thing.

�Where�d you get him?�

�Isn�t he excellently fashioned?� �Incredible. Where?�

�Give the man your card, Braling Two.�

Braling Two did a magic trick and produced a white card:

 

MARIONETTES, INC.

Duplicate self or friends; new humanoid plastic 1990 models, guaranteed against all physical wear. From $ 7,600 to our $ 15,000 de luxe model.

 

�No,� said Smith.

�Yes,� said Braling.

�Naturally,� said Braling Two.

�How long has this gone on?�

�I�ve had him for a month. I keep him in the cellar in a toolbox. My wife never goes downstairs, and I have the only lock and key to that box. Tonight I said I wished to take a walk to buy a cigar. I went down the cellar and took Braling Two out of his box and sent him back up to sit with my wife while I came on out to see you, Smith.�

�Wonderful! He even smells like you!�

�It may be splitting hairs, but I think it highly ethical. After all, what my wife wants most of all is me. This marionette is me to the hairest detail. I�ve been home all evening. I shall be home with her for the next month. In the meantime another gentleman will be in Rio after ten years of waiting. When I return from Rio, Braling Two here will go back in his box.�

Smith thought that over a minute or two. �Will he walk around without sustenance for a month?’ he finally asked.

‘For six months if necessary. And he’s built to do everything - eat, sleep, perspire - everything, natural as natural is. You’ll take good care of my wife, won’t you, Braling Two?’

‘Your wife is rather nice,’ said Braling Two. ‘I’ve grown rather fond of her.’

Smith was beginning to tremble. ‘How long has Marionettes, Inc., been in business?’

‘Secretly, for two years.’

‘Could I - I mean, is there a possibility - ‘Smith took his friend’s elbow earnestly. ‘Can you tell me where I can get one, a robot, a marionette, for myself? You will give me the address, won’t you?’

‘Here you are.’

Smith took the card and turned it round and round. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You don’t know what this means. Just a little respite. A night or so, once a month even. My wife loves me so much she can’t bear to have me gone an hour. I love her dearly, you know, but remember the old poem: “Love will fly if held too lightly, love will die if held too tightly.” I just want her to relax her grip a little bit.’

‘You’re lucky, at least, that your wife loves you. Hate’s my problem. Not so easy.

‘Oh, Nettie loves me madly. It will be my task to make her love me comfortably.’

‘Good luck to you, Smith. Do drop around while I’m in Rio. It will seem strange, if you suddenly stop calling by, to my wife. You’re to treat Braling Two, here, just like me.’

‘Right! Goodbye. And thank you.’

Smith went smiling down the street. Braling and Braling Two turned and walked into the apartment hail.

On the crosstown bus Smith whistled softly, turning the white card in his fingers:

Clients must be pledged to secrecy, for while an act is pending in Congress to legalize Marionettes, Inc., it is still a felony, if caught, to use one.

‘Well,’ said Smith.

 

Clients must have a mold made of their body and a color index check of their eyes, lips, hair, skin, etc. Clients must expect to wait for two months until their model is finished.

Not so long, thought Smith. Two months from now my ribs will have a chance to mend from the crushing they’ve en. Two months from now my hand will heal from being constantly held. Two months from now my bruised underlip will begin to reshape itself. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful… He flipped the card over.

 

Marionettes, Inc., is two years old and has a fine record of satisfied customers behind it. Our motto is “No Strings Attached”. Address: 43 South Wesley Drive.

The bus pulled to his stop; he alighted, and while humming up the stairs he thought, Nettie and I have fifteen thousand on our joint bank account. I’ll just slip eight thousand out as a business venture, you might say. The marionette .11 probably pay back my money, with interest, in many ways. Nettie needn’t know. He unlocked the door and in a minute was in the bedroom. There lay Nettie, pale, huge, and piously asleep.

‘Dear Nettie.’ He was almost overwhelmed with remorse her innocent face there in the semidarkness. ‘If you were awake you would smother me with kisses and coo in my ear. Really, you make me feel like a criminal. You have been a good, loving wife. Sometimes it is impossible for me believe you married me instead of that Bud Chapman you once liked. It seems that in the last month you have loved me more wildly than ever before.’

Tears came to his eyes. Suddenly he wished to kiss her, confess his love, tear up the card, forget the whole business. But as he moved to do this, his hand ached and his ribs racked and groaned. He stopped, with a pained look in his eyes, and turned away. He moved out into the hall and the dark rooms. Humming, he opened the kidney desk in the library and filched the bankbook. ‘Just take it thousand dollars is all,’ he said. ‘No more than that.’ stopped. ‘Wait a minute.’

He rechecked the bankbook frantically. ‘Hold on here!’ he cried. ‘Ten thousand dollars is missing!’ He leaped up.

‘There’s only five thousand left! What’s she done? What’s she done with it? More hats, more clothes, more perfume! Or, wait - I know! She bought that little house on the Hudson she’s been talking about for months, without so much as a by your leave!’

He stormed into the bedroom, righteous and indignant. What did she mean, taking their money like this! He bent over her. ‘Nettie, wake up!’

She did not stir. ‘What’ve you done with my money!’ he bellowed.

She stirred fitfully. The light from the street flushed over her beautiful cheeks.

There was something about her. His heart throbbed violently. His tongue dried. He shivered. His knees suddenly turned to water. He collapsed. ‘Nettie, Nettie!’ he cried. ‘What’ve you done with my money!’

And then, the horrid thought. And then the terror and the loneliness engulfed him. And then the fever and disillusionment. For, without desiring to do so, he bent forward and yet forward again until his fevered ear was resting firmly and irrevocably upon her pink bosom. ‘Nettie!’ he cried.

Tick-tick- tick-tick- tick-tick- tick-tick- tick. 

 

As Smith walked away down the avenue in the night, Braling and Braling Two turned in at the door to the apartment. ‘I’m glad he’ll be happy too,’ said Braling.

‘Yes,’ said Braling Two abstractedly.

‘Well, it’s the cellar box for you, B-Two.’ Braling guided the other creature’s elbow down the stairs to the cellar.

‘That’s what I want to talk to you about,’ said Braling Two, as they reached the concrete floor and walked across it. ‘The cellar. I don’t like it. I don’t like that toolbox.’

‘I’ll try and fix up something more comfortable.’

‘Marionettes are made to move, not to lie still. How would you like to lie in a box most of the time?’

‘Well -‘

‘You wouldn’t like it at all. I keep running. There’s no way to shut me off. I’m perfectly alive and I have feelings.’

‘It’ll only be a few days now. I’ll be off to Rio and you won’t have to stay in the box. You can live upstairs.’

Braling Two gestured irritably.

‘And when you come back from having a good time, back in the box I go.’

Braling said, ‘They didn’t tell me at the marionette shop that I’d get a difficult specimen.’

‘There’s a lot they don’t know about us,’ said Braling Two. ‘We’re pretty new. And we’re sensitive. I hate the idea of you going off and laughing and lying in the sun in Rio while we’re stuck here in the cold.’

‘But I’ve wanted that trip all my life,’ said Braling quietly.

He squinted his eyes and could see the sea and the mountains and the yellow sand. The sound of the waves was good his inward mind. The sun was fine on his bared shoulders. The wine was most excellent. ‘I’ll never get to go to Rio,’ the other man. ‘Have you thought of that?’

No, I -, ‘And another thing. Your wife.’

‘What about her?’ asked Braling, beginning to edge toward the door.

‘I’ve grown quite fond of her.’

‘I’m glad you’re enjoying your employment.’ Braling :ked his lips nervously.

‘I’m afraid you don’t understand. I think - I’m in love with her.’

Braling took another step and froze. ‘You’re in what?’

‘And I’ve been thinking,’ said Braling Two, ‘how nice it in Rio and how I’ll never get there, and I’ve thought out your wife and - I think we could be very happy.’

‘Th-that’s nice.’ Braling strolled as casually as he could the cellar door. ‘You won’t mind waiting a moment, will u? I have to make a phone call.’

‘To whom?’ Braling Two frowned.

‘No one important.’

‘To Marionettes, Incorporated? To tell them to come get me

‘No, no - nothing like that!’ He tried to rush out the door.

A metal-firm grip seized his wrists. ‘Don’t runt’ ‘Take your hands off!’

‘No.’

‘Did my wife put you up to this?’

‘No.’

‘Did she guess? Did she talk to you~ Does she know? Is it?’ He screamed. A hand clapped over his mouth. You’ll never know, will you?’ Braling Two smiled delicately. ‘You’ll never know.’

Braling struggled. ‘She must have guessed; she must affected you!’

Braling Two said, ‘I’m going to put you in the box, lock and lose the key. Then I’ll buy another Rio ticket for your wile.’

‘Now, now, wait a minute. Hold on. Don’t be rash. Let’s talk this over!’

‘Goodbye, Braling.’

 

Ten minutes later Mrs. Braling awoke. She put her hand to her cheek. Someone had just kissed it. She shivered and looked up. ‘Why - you haven’t done that in years,’ she murmured.

‘We’ll see what we can do about that,’ someone said.
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Their eyes were fire and the breath flamed out the witches’ mouths as they bent to probe the caldron with greasy stick and bony finger.

 

“When shall we three meet again In thunder, lightning, or in rain?”

 

They danced drunkenly on the shore of an empty sea, fouling the air with their three tongues, and burning it with their cats eyes malevolently aglitter:

 

_”Round about the cauldron go;

In the poison’d entrails throw…. Double, double, toil and trouble;

Fire bum, and cauldron bubble!”

 

_

 

They paused and cast a glance about. “Where’s the crystal? Where the needles?”

“Here!”

“Good!”

“Is the yellow wax thickened?”

“Yes!”

“Pour it in the iron mold!”

“Is the wax figure done?” They shaped it like molasses adrip on their green hands.

“Shove the needle through the heart!”

 

“The crystal, the crystal; fetch it from the tarot bag. Dust it off; have a look!”

 

They bent to the crystal, their faces white.

 

“See, see, see…”

 

A rocket ship moved through space from the planet Earth to the planet Mars. On the rocket ship men were dying.

The captain raised his head, tiredly. “We’ll have to use the morphine.”

“But, Captain-”

“You see yourself this man’s condition.” The captain lifted the wool blanket and the man restrained beneath the wet sheet moved and groaned. The air was full of sulphurous thunder.

“I saw it-1 saw it.” The man opened his eyes and stared at the port where there were only black spaces, reeling stars, Earth far removed, and the planet Mars rising large and red. “I saw it-a bat, a huge thing, a bat with a man’s face, spread over the front port. Fluttering and fluttering, fluttering and fluttering.”

“Pulse?” asked the captain.

The orderly measured it. “One hundred and thirty.”

“He can’t go on with that. Use the morphine. Come along, Smith.”

They moved away. Suddenly the floor plates were laced with bone and white skulls that screamed. The captain did not dare look down, and over the screaming he said, “Is this where Perse is?” turning in at a hatch.

A white-smocked surgeon stepped away from a body. “I just don’t understand it.”

“How did Perse die?”

“We don’t know, Captain. It wasn’t his heart, his brain, or shock. He just-died.”

The captain felt the doctor’s wrist, which changed to a hissing snake and bit him. The captain did not flinch. “Take care of yourself. You’ve a pulse too.”

The doctor nodded. “Perse complained of pains-needles, he said-in his wrists and legs. Said he felt like wax, melting. He fell. I helped him up. He cried like a child. Said he had a silver needle in his heart. He died. Here he is. We can repeat the autopsy for you. Everything’s physically normal.”

“That’s impossible! He died of something

The captain walked to a port. He smelled of menthol and iodine and green soap on his polished and manicured hands. His white teeth were dentifriced, and his ears scoured to a pinkness, as were his cheeks. His uniform was the color of new salt, and his boots were black mirrors shining below him. His crisp crewcut hair smelled of sharp alcohol. Even his breath was sharp and new and clean. There was no spot to him. He was a fresh instrument, honed and ready, still hot from the surgeon’s oven.

The men with him were from the same mold. One expected huge brass keys spiraling slowly from their backs. They were expensive, talented, well-oiled toys, obedient and quick.

The captain watched the planet Mars grow very large in space.

“We’ll be landing in an hour on that damned place. Smith, did you see any bats, or have other nightmares?”

“Yes, sir. The month before our rocket took off from New York, sir. White rats biting my neck, drinking my blood. I didn’t tell. I was afraid you wouldn’t let me come on this trip.”

“Never mind,” sighed the captain. “I had dreams too. In all of my fifty years I never had a dream until that week before we took off from Earth. And then every night I dreamed I was a white wolf. Caught on a snowy hill. Shot with a silver bullet. Buried with a stake in my heart.” He moved his head toward Mars. “Do you think, Smith, they know we’re coming?”

“We don’t know if there are Martian people, sir.”

“Don’t we? They began frightening us off eight weeks ago, before we started. They’ve killed Perse and Reynolds now. Yesterday they made Grenville go blind. How? I don’t know. Bats, needles, dreams, men dying for no reason. I’d call it witchcraft in another day. But this is the year 2120, Smith. We’re rational men. This all can’t be happening. But it is! Whoever they are, with their needles and their bats, they’ll try to finish us all.”

He swung about. “Smith, fetch those books from my file. I want them when we land.”

Two hundred books were piled on the rocket deck.

“Thank you, Smith. Have you glanced at them? Think I’m insane? Perhaps. It’s a crazy hunch. At that last moment I ordered these books from the Historical Museum. Because of my dreams. Twenty nights I was stabbed, butchered, a screaming bat pinned to a surgical mat, a thing rotting underground in a black box; bad, wicked dreams. Our whole crew dreamed of witch-things and were-things, vampires and phantoms, things they couldn ‘t know anything about. Why? Because books on such ghastly subjects were destroyed a century ago. By law. Forbidden for anyone to own the grisly volumes. These books you see here are the last copies, kept for historical purposes in the locked museum vaults.”

Smith bent to read the dusty titles:

“Tales of Mystery and Imagination, by Edgar Allan Poe. Dracula, by Bram Stoker. Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley. The Turn of the Screw, by Henry James. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, by Washington Irving. Rappaccini’s Daughter, by Nathaniel Hawthorne. An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge, by Ambrose Bierce. Alice in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll. The Willows, by Algernon Blackwood. The Wizard of Oz, by L. Frank Baum. The Weird Shadow Over Inns-mouth, by H. P. Lovecraft. And more! Books by Walter de la Mare, Wakefield, Harvey, Wells, Asquith, Huxley-all forbidden authors. All burned in the same year that Halloween was outlawed and Christmas was banned! But, sir, what good are these to us on the rocket?”

“I don’t know,” sighed the captain, “yet.”

The three hags lifted the crystal where the captain’s image flickered, his tiny voice tinkling out of the glass:

“I don’t know,” sighed the captain, “yet.”

The three witches glared redly into one another’s faces.

“We haven’t much time,” said one.

“Better warn Them in the City.”

“They’ll want to know about the books. It doesn’t look good. That fool of a captain!”

“In an hour they’ll land their rocket.”

The three hags shuddered and blinked up at the Emerald City by the edge of the dry Martian sea. In its highest window a small man held a blood-red drape aside. He watched the wastelands where the three witches fed their caldron and shaped the waxes. Farther along, ten thousand other blue fires and laurel incenses, black tobacco smokes and fire weeds, cinnamons and bone dusts rose soft as moths through the Martian night. The man counted the angry, magical fires. Then, as the three witches stared, he turned. The crimson drape, released, fell, causing the distant portal to wink, like a yellow eye.

Mr. Edgar Allan Poe stood in the tower window, a faint vapor of spirits upon his breath. “Hecate’s friends are busy tonight,” he said, seeing the witches, far below.

A voice behind him said, “I saw Will Shakespeare at the shore earlier, whipping them on. All along the sea Shakespeare’s army alone, tonight, numbers thousands: the three witches, Oberon, Hamlet’s father. Puck-all, all of them-thousands! Good Lord, a regular sea of people.”

“Good William.” Poe turned. He let the crimson drape fall shut. He stood for a moment to observe the raw stone room, the black-timbered table, the candle flame, the other man, Mr. Ambrose Bierce, sitting very idly there, lighting matches and watching them bum down, whistling under his breath, now and then laughing to himself.

“We’ll have to tell Mr. Dickens now,” said Mr. Poe. “We’ve put it off too long. It’s a matter of hours. Will you go down to his home with me, Bierce?”

Bierce glanced up merrily. “I’ve just been thinking-what’ll happen to us?”

“If we can’t kill the rocket men off, frighten them away, then we’ll have to leave, of course. We’ll go on to Jupiter, and when they come to Jupiter, we’ll go on to Saturn, and when they come to Saturn, we’ll go to Uranus, or Neptune, and then on out to Pluto-”

“Where then?”

Mr. Poe’s face was weary; there were fire coals remaining, fading, in his eyes, and a sad wildness in the way he talked, and a uselessness of his hands and the way his hair fell lankly over his amazing white brow. He was like a satan of some lost dark cause, a general arrived from a derelict invasion. His silky, soft, black mustache was worn away by his musing lips. He was so small his brow seemed to float, vast and phosphorescent, by itself, in the dark room.

“We have the advantages of superior forms of travel,” he said. “We can always hope for one of their atomic wars, dissolution, the dark ages come again. The return of superstition. We could go back then to Earth, all of us, in one night.” Mr. Poe’s black eyes brooded under his round and luminant brow. He gazed at the ceiling. “So they’re coming to ruin this world too? They won’t leave anything undefiled, will they?”

“Does a wolf pack stop until it’s killed its prey and eaten the guts? It should be quite a war. I shall sit on the side lines and be the scorekeeper. So many Earthmen boiled in oil, so many Mss. Found in Bottles burnt, so many Earthmen stabbed with needles, so many Red Deaths put to flight by a battery of hypodermic syringes-ha!”

Poe swayed angrily, faintly drunk with wine. “What did we do? Be with us, Bierce, in the name of God! Did we have a fair trial before a company of literary critics? No! Our books were plucked up by neat, sterile, surgeon’s pliers, and flung into vats, to boil, to be killed of all their mortuary germs. Damn them all!”

“I find our situation amusing,” said Bierce.

They were interrupted by a hysterical shout from the tower stair.

“Mr. Poe! Mr. Bierce!”

“Yes, yes, we’re coming!” Poe and Bierce descended to find a man gasping against the stone passage wall.

“Have you heard the news?” he cried immediately, clawing at them like a man about to fall over a cliff. “In an hour they’ll land! They’re bringing books with them-old books, the witches said! What’re you doing in the tower at a time like this? Why aren’t you acting?”

Poe said: “We’re doing everything we can, Blackwood. You’re new to all this. Come along, we’re going to Mr. Charles Dickens’ place-”

“-to contemplate our doom, our black doom,” said Mr. Bierce, with a wink.

They moved down the echoing throats of the castle, level after dim green level, down into mustiness and decay and spiders and dreamlike webbing. “Don’t worry,” said Poe, his brow like a huge white lamp before them, descending, sinking. “All along the dead sea tonight I’ve called the others. Your friends and mine, Blackwood-Bierce. They’re all there. The animals and the old women and the tall men with the sharp white teeth. The traps are waiting; the pits, yes, and the pendulums. The Red Death.” Here he laughed quietly. “Yes, even the Red Death. I never thought-no, I never thought the time would come when a thing like the Red Death would actually be. But they asked for it, and they shall have it!”

“But are we strong enough?” wondered Blackwood.

“How strong is strong? They won’t be prepared for us, at least. They haven’t the imagination. Those clean young rocket men with their antiseptic bloomers and fish-bowl helmets, with their new religion. About their necks, on gold chains, scalpels. Upon their heads, a diadem of microscopes. In their holy fingers, steaming incense urns which in reality are only germicidal ovens for steaming out superstition. The names of Poe, Bierce, Hawthorne, Blackwood-blasphemy to their clean lips.”

Outside the castle they advanced through a watery space, a tarn that was not a tarn, which misted before them like the stuff of nightmares. The air filled with wing sounds and a whirring, a motion of winds and blacknesses. Voices changed, figures swayed at campfires. Mr. Poe watched the needles knitting, knitting, knitting, in the firelight;

knitting pain and misery, knitting wickedness into wax marionettes, clay puppets. The caldron smells of wild garlic and cayenne and saffron hissed up to fill the night with evil pungency.

“Get on with it!” said Poe. “I’ll be back!”

All down the empty seashore black figures spindled and waned, grew up and blew into black smoke on the sky. Bells rang in mountain towers and licorice ravens spilled out with the bronze sounds and spun away to ashes.

Over a lonely moor and into a small valley Poe and Bierce hurried, and found themselves quite suddenly on a cobbled street, in cold, bleak, biting weather, with people stomping up and down stony courtyards to warm their feet; foggy withal, and candles flaring in the windows of offices and shops where hung the Yuletide turkeys. At a distance some boys, all bundled up, snorting their pale breaths on the wintry air, were trilling, “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen,” while the immense tones of a great clock continuously sounded midnight. Children dashed by from the baker’s with dinners all asteam in their grubby fists, on trays and under silver bowls.

At a sign which read SCROOGE, MARLEY AND DICKENS, Poe gave the Marley-faced knocker a rap, and from within, as the door popped open a few inches, a sudden gust of music almost swept them into a dance. And there, beyond the shoulder of the man who was sticking a trim goatee and mustaches at them, was Mr. Fezziwig clapping his hands, and Mrs. Fezziwig, one vast substantial smile, dancing and colliding with other merrymakers, while the fiddle chirped and laughter ran about a table like chandelier crystals given a sudden push of wind. The large table was heaped with brawn and turkey and holly and geese; with mince pies, suckling pigs, wreaths of sausages, oranges and apples; and there was Bob Cratchit and Little Dorrit and Tiny Tim and Mr. Fagin himself, and a man who looked as if he might be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato-who else but Mr. Marley, chains and all, while the wine poured and the brown turkeys did their excellent best to steam!

“What do you want?” demanded Mr. Charles Dickens.

“We’ve come to plead with you again, Charles;

we need your help,” said Poe.

“Help? Do you think I would help you fight against those good men coming in the rocket? I don’t belong here, anyway. My books were burned by mistake. I’m no supernaturalist, no writer of horrors and terrors like you, Poe, you, Bierce, or the others. I’ll have nothing to do with you terrible people!”

“You are a persuasive talker,” reasoned Poe. “You could go to meet the rocket men, lull them, lull their suspicions and then-then we would take care of them.”

Mr. Dickens eyed the folds of the black cape which hid Poe’s hands. From it, smiling, Poe drew forth a black cat. “For one of our visitors.”

“And for the others?”

Poe smiled again, well pleased. “The Premature Burial?”

“You are a grim man, Mr. Poe.”

“I am a frightened and an angry man. I am a god, Mr. Dickens, even as you are a god, even as we all are gods, and our inventions-our people, if you wish-have not only been threatened, but banished and burned, torn up and censored, ruined and done away with. The worlds we created are falling into ruin. Even gods must fight!”

“So?” Mr. Dickens tilted his head, impatient to return to the party, the music, the food. “Perhaps you can explain why we are here? How did we come here?”

“War begets war. Destruction begets destruction. On Earth, a century ago, in the year 2020 they outlawed our books. Oh, what a horrible thing-to destroy our literary creations that way! It summoned us out of-what? Death? The Beyond? I don’t like abstract things. I don’t know. I only know that our worlds and our creations called us and we tried to save them, and the only saving thing we could do was wait out the century here on Mars, hoping Earth might overweight itself with these scientists and their doubtings; but now they’re coming to clean us out of here, us and our dark things, and all the alchemists, witches, vampires, and were-things that, one by one, retreated across space as science made inroads through every country on Earth and finally left no alternative at all but exodus. You must help us. You have a good speaking manner. We need you.”

“I repeat, I am not of you, I don’t approve of you and the others,” cried Dickens angrily. “I was no player with witches and vampires and midnight things.”

“What of A Christmas Carol?”

“Ridiculous! One story. Oh, I wrote a few others about ghosts, perhaps, but what of that? My basic works had none of that nonsense!”

“Mistaken or not, they grouped you with us. They destroyed your books-your worlds too. You must hate them, Mr. Dickens!”

“I admit they are stupid and rude, but that is all. Good day!”

“Let Mr. Marley come, at least!”

“Nor

The door slammed. As Poe turned away, down the street, skimming over the frosty ground, the coachman playing a lively air on a bugle, came a great coach, out of which, cherry-red, laughing and singing, piled the Pickwickians, banging on the door, shouting Merry Christmas good and loud, when the door was opened by the fat boy.

Mr. Poe hurried along the midnight shore of the dry sea. By fires and smoke he hesitated, to shout orders, to check the bubbling caldrons, the poisons and the chalked pentagrams. “Good!” he said, and ran on. “Fine!” he shouted, and ran again. People joined him and ran with him. Here were Mr. Coppard and Mr. Machen running with him now. And there were hating serpents and angry demons and fiery bronze dragons and spitting vipers and trembling witches like the barbs and nettles and thorns and all the vile flotsam and jetsam of the retreating sea of imagination, left on the melancholy shore, whining and frothing and spitting.

Mr. Machen stopped. He sat like a child on the cold sand. He began to sob. They tried to soothe him, but he would not listen. “I just thought,” he said. “What happens to us on the day when the last copies of our books are destroyed?”

The air whirled.

“Don’t speak of it!”

“We must,” wailed Mr. Machen. “Now, now, as the rocket comes down, you, Mr. Poe; you, Coppard; you, Bierce-all of you grow faint. Like wood smoke. Blowing away. Your faces melt-”

“Death! Real death for all of us.”

“We exist only through Earth’s sufferance. If a final edict tonight destroyed our last few works we’d be like lights put out.”

Coppard brooded gently. “I wonder who I am. In what Earth mind tonight do I exist? In some African hut? Some hermit, reading my tales? Is he the lonely candle in the wind of time and science? The flickering orb sustaining me here in rebellious exile? Is it him? Or some boy in a discarded attic, finding me, only just in time! Oh, last night I felt ill, ill, ill to the marrows of me, for there is a body of the soul as well as a body of the body, and this soul body ached in all of its glowing parts, and last night I felt myself a candle, guttering. When suddenly I sprang up, given new light! As some child, sneezing with dust, in some yellow garret on Earth once more found a worn, time-specked copy of me! And so I’m given a short respite!”

A door banged wide in a little hut by the shore. A thin short man, with flesh hanging from him in folds, stepped out and, paying no attention to the others, sat down and stared into his clenched fists.

“There’s the one I’m sorry for,” whispered Blackwood. “Look at him, dying away. He was once more real than we, who were men. They took him, a skeleton thought, and clothed him in centuries of pink flesh and snow beard and red velvet suit and black boot; made him reindeers, tinsel, holly. And after centuries of manufacturing him they drowned him in a vat of Lysol, you might say.”

The men were silent.

“What must it be on Earth?” wondered Poe. “Without Christmas? No hot chestnuts, no tree, no ornaments or drums or candles-nothing;

nothing but the snow and wind and the lonely, factual people….”

They all looked at the thin little old man with the scraggly beard and faded red velvet suit.

“Have you heard his story?”

“I can imagine it. The glitter-eyed psychiatrist, the clever sociologist, the resentful, froth-mouthed educationalist, the antiseptic parents-”

“A regrettable situation,” said Bierce, smiling, “for the Yuletide merchants who, toward the last there, as I recall, were beginning to put up holly and sing Noel the day before Halloween. With any luck at all this year they might have started on Labor Day!”

Bierce did not continue. He fell forward with a sigh. As he lay upon the ground he had time to say only, “How interesting.” And then, as they all watched, horrified, his body burned into blue dust and charred bone, the ashes of which fled through the air in black tatters.

“Bierce, Bierce!”

“Gone!”

“His last book gone. Someone on Earth just now burned it.”

“God rest him. Nothing of him left now. For what are we but books, and when those are gone, nothing’s to be seen.”

A rushing sound filled the sky.

They cried out, terrified, and looked up. In the sky, dazzling it with sizzling fire clouds, was the rocket! Around the men on the seashore lanterns bobbed; there was a squealing and a bubbling and an odor of cooked spells. Candle-eyed pumpkins lifted into the cold clear air. Thin fingers clenched into fists and a witch screamed from her withered mouth:

 

“Ship, ship, break, fall! Ship, ship, bum all! Crack, flake, shake, melt! Mummy dust, cat pelt!”

 

“Time to go,” murmured Blackwood. “On to Jupiter, on to Saturn or Pluto.”

“Run away?” shouted Poe in the wind. “Never!”

“I’m a tired old man!”

Poe gazed into the old man’s face and believed him. He climbed atop a huge boulder and faced the ten thousand gray shadows and green lights and yellow eyes on the hissing wind.

“The powders!” he shouted.

A thick hot smell of bitter almond, civet, cumin, wormseed and orris!

The rocket came down-steadily down, with the shriek of a damned spirit! Poe raged at it! He flung his fists up and the orchestra of heat and smell and hatred answered in symphony! Like stripped tree fragments, bats flew upward! Burning hearts, flung like missiles, burst in bloody fireworks on the singed air. Down, down, relentlessly down, like a pendulum the rocket came. And Poe howled, furiously, and shrank back with every sweep and sweep of the rocket cutting and ravening the air! All the dead sea seemed a pit in which, trapped, they waited the sinking of the dread machinery, the glistening ax; they were people under the avalanche!

“The snakes!” screamed Poe.

And luminous serpentines of undulant green hurtled toward the rocket. But it came down, a sweep, a fire, a motion, and it lay panting out exhaustions of red plumage on the sand, a mile away.

“At it!” shrieked Poe. “The plan’s changed! Only one chance! Run! At it! At it! Drown them with our bodies! Kill them!”

And as if he had commanded a violent sea to change its course, to suck itself free from primeval beds, the whirls and savage gouts of fire spread and ran like wind and rain and stark lightning over the sea sands, down empty river deltas, shadowing and screaming, whistling and whining, sputtering and coalescing toward the rocket which, extinguished, lay like a clean metal torch in the farthest hollow. As if a great charred caldron of sparkling lava had been overturned, the boiling people and snapping animals churned down the dry fathoms.

“Kill them!” screamed Poe, running.

The rocket men leaped out of their ship, guns ready. They stalked about, sniffing the air like hounds. They saw nothing. They relaxed.

The captain stepped forth last. He gave sharp commands. Wood was gathered, kindled, and a fire leapt up in an instant. The captain beckoned his men into a half circle about him.

“A new world,” he said, forcing himself to speak deliberately, though he glanced nervously, now and again, over his shoulder at the empty sea. “The old world left behind. A new start. What more symbolic than that we here dedicate ourselves all the more firmly to science and progress.” He nodded crisply to his lieutenant. “The books.”

Firelight limned the faded gilt titles: The Willows, The Outsider, Behold, The Dreamer, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, The Land of Oz, Pellucidar, The Land That Time Forgot, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the monstrous names of Machen and Edgar Allan Poe and Cabell and Dunsany and Blackwood and Lewis Carroll; the names, the old names, the evil names.

“A new world. With a gesture, we bum the last of the old.”

The captain ripped pages from the books. Leaf by seared leaf, he fed them into the fire.

A scream!

Leaping back, the men stared beyond the firelight at the edges of the encroaching and uninhabited sea.

Another scream! A high and wailing thing, like the death of a dragon and the thrashing of a bronzed whale left gasping when the waters of a leviathan’s sea drain down the shingles and evaporate.

It was the sound of air rushing in to fill a vacuum, where, a moment before, there had been something.

The captain neatly disposed of the last book by putting it into the fire.

The air stopped quivering.

Silence!

The rocket men leaned and listened.

“Captain, did you hear it?”

“No.”

“Like a wave, sir. On the sea bottom! I thought I saw something. Over there. A black wave. Big. Running at us.”

“You were mistaken.”

“There, sir!”

“What?”

“See it? There! The city! Way over! That green city near the lake! It’s splitting in half. It’s falling!”

The men squinted and shuffled forward.

Smith stood trembling among them. He put his hand to his head as if to find a thought there. “I remember. Yes, now I do. A long time back. When I was a child. A book I read. A story. Oz, I think it was. Yes, Oz. The Emerald City of Oz…”

“Oz? Never heard of it.”

“Yes, Oz, that’s what it was. I saw it just now, like in the story. I saw it fall.”

“Smith!”

“Yes, sir?”

“Report for psychoanalysis tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir!” A brisk salute.

“Be careful.”

The men tiptoed, guns alert, beyond the ship’s aseptic light to gaze at the long sea and the low hills.

“Why,” whispered Smith, disappointed, “there’s no one here at all, is there? No one here at all.”

The wind blew sand over his shoes, whining.



The One Who Waits




1949
I live in a well. I live like smoke in the well. Like vapour in a stone throat. I don’t move. I don’t do anything but wait. Overhead I see the cold stars of night and morning, and I see the sun. And sometimes I sing old songs of this world when it was young. How can I tell you what I am when I don’t know? I cannot. I am simply waiting. I am mist and moonlight and memory. I am sad and I am old. Sometimes I fall like rain into the well. Spider webs are startled into forming where my rain falls fast, on the water surface. I wait in cool silence and there will be a day when I no longer wait.

Now it is morning. I hear a great thunder. I smell fire from a distance. I hear a metal crashing. I wait. I listen.

Voices. Far away.

“All right!”

One voice. An alien voice. An alien tongue I cannot know. No word is familiar. I listen.

“Send the men out!”

A crunching in crystal sands.

“Mars! So this is it!”

“Where’s the flag?”

“Here, sir.”

“Good, good.”

The sun is high in the blue sky and its golden rays fill the well and I hang like a flower pollen, invisible and misting in the warm light.

Voices.

“In the name of the Government of Earth, I proclaim this to be the Martian Territory, to be equally divided among the member nations.”

What are they saying? I turn in the sun, like a wheel, invisible and lazy, golden and tireless.

“What’s over here?”

“A well!”

“No!”

“Come on. Yes!”

The approach of warmth. Three objects bend over the well mouth, and my coolness rises to the objects.

“Great!”

“Think it’s good water?”

“We’ll see.”

“Someone get a lab test bottle and a dropline.”

“I will!”

A sound of running. The return.

“Here we are.”

I wait.

“Let it down. Easy.”

Glass shines, above, coming down on a slow line.

The water ripples softly as the glass touches and fills. I rise in the warm air toward the well mouth.

“Here we are. You want to test this water. Regent?”

“Let’s have it.”

“What a beautiful well. Look at that construction. How old you think it is?”

“God knows. When we landed in that other town yesterday Smith said there hasn’t been life on Mars in ten thousand years.”

“Imagine.”

“How is it, Regent? The water.”

“Pure as silver. Have a glass.”

The sound of water in the hot sunlight. Now I hover like a dust, a cinnamon, upon the soft wind.

“What’s the matter, Jones?”

“I don’t know. Got a terrible headache. All of a sudden.”

“Did you drink the water yet?”

“No, I haven’t. It’s not that. I was just bending over the well and all of a sudden my head split. I feel better now.”

Now I know who I am.

My name is Stephen Leonard Jones and I am twenty-five years old and I have just come in a rocket from a planet called Earth and I am standing with my good friends Regent and Shaw by an old well on the planet Mars.

I look down at my golden fingers, tan and strong. I look at my long legs and at my silver uniform and at my friends.

“What’s wrong, Jones?” they say.

“Nothing,” I say, looking at them. “Nothing at all.”

 

The food is good. It has been ten thousand years since food. It touches the tongue in a fine way and the wine with the food is warming. I listen to the sound of voices. I make words that I do not understand but somehow understand. I test the air.

“What’s the matter, Jones?”

I tilt this head of mine and rest my hands holding the silver utensils of eating. I feel everything.

“What do you mean?” this voice, this new thing of mine, says.

“You keep breathing funny. Coughing,” says the other man.

I pronounce exactly. “Maybe a little cold coming on.”

“Check with the doc later.”

I nod my head and it is good to nod. It is good to do several things after ten thousand years. It is good to breathe the air and it is good to feel the sun in the flesh deep and going deeper and it is good to feel the structure of ivory, the fine skeleton hidden in the warming flesh, and it is good to hear sounds much clearer and more immediate than they were in the stone deepness of a well. I sit enchanted.

“Come out of it, Jones. Snap to it. We got to move!”

“Yes,” I say, hypnotized with the way the word forms like water on the tongue and falls with slow beauty out into the air.

I walk and it is good walking. I stand high and it is a long way to the ground when I look down from my eyes and my head. It is like living on a fine cliff and being happy there.

Regent stands by the stone well, looking down. The others have gone murmuring to the silver ship from which they came.

I feel the fingers of my hand and the smile of my mouth.

“It is deep,” I say.

“Yes.”

“It is called a Soul Well.”

Regent raises his head and looks at me. “How do you know that?”

“Doesn’t it look like one?”

“I never heard of a Soul Well.”

“A place where waiting things, things that once had flesh, wait and wait,” I say, touching his arm.

 

The sand is fire and the ship is silver fire in the hotness of the day and the heat is good to feel. The sound of my feet in the hard sand. I listen. The sound of the wind and the sun burning the valleys. I smell the smell of the rocket boiling in the noon. I stand below the port.

“Where’s Regent?” someone says.

“I saw him by the well,” I reply.

One of them runs toward the well. I am beginning to tremble. A fine shivering tremble, hidden deep, but becoming very strong. And for the first time I hear it, as if it too were hidden in a well. A voice calling deep within me, tiny and afraid. And the voice cries. Let me go, let me go, and there is a feeling as if something is trying to get free, a pounding of labyrinthine doors, a rushing down dark corridors and up passages, echoing and screaming.

“Regent’s in the well!”

The men are running, all five of them. I run with them but now I am sick and the trembling is violent.

“He must have fallen. Jones, you were here with him. Did you see? Jones? Well, speak up, man.”

“What’s wrong, Jones?”

I fall to my knees, the trembling is so bad.

“He’s sick. Here, help me with him.”

“The sun.”

“No, not the sun,” I murmur.

They stretch me out and the seizures come and go like earthquakes and the deep hidden voice in me cries. This is Jones, this is me, that’s not him, that’s not him, don’t believe him, let me out, let me out! And I look up at the bent figures and my eyelids flicker. They touch my wrists.

“His heart is acting up.”

I close my eyes. The screaming stops. The shivering ceases.

I rise, as in a cool well, released.

“He’s dead,” says someone.

“Jones is dead.”

“From what?”

“Shock, it looks like.”

“What kind of shock?” I say, and my name is Sessions and my lips move crisply, and I am the captain of these men. I stand among them and I am looking down at a body which lies cooling on the sands. I clap both hands to my head.

“Captain!”

“It’s nothing,” I say, crying out. “Just a headache. I’ll be all right. There. There,” I whisper. “It’s all right now.”

“We’d better get out of the sun, sir.”

“Yes,” I say, looking down at Jones. “We should never have come. Mars doesn’t want us.”

We carry the body back to the rocket with us, and a new voice is calling deep in me to be let out.

Help, help. Far down in the moist earthen-works of the body. Help, help! in red fathoms, echoing and pleading.

The trembling starts much sooner this time. The control is less steady.

“Captain, you’d better get in out of the sun, you don’t look too well, sir.”

“Yes,” I say. “Help,” I say.

“What, sir?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said ‘Help,’ sir.”

“Did I, Matthews, did I?”

The body is laid out in the shadow of the rocket and the voice screams in the deep underwater catacombs of bone and crimson tide. My hands jerk. My mouth splits and is parched. My nostrils fasten wide. My eyes roll. Help, help, oh help, don’t, don’t, let me out, don’t, don’t.

“Don’t,” I say.

“What, sir?”

“Never mind,” I say. “I’ve got to get free,” I say. I clap my hand to my mouth.

“How’s that, sir?” cries Matthews.

“Get inside, all of you, go back to Earth!” I shout.

A gun is in my hand. I lift it.

“Don’t, sir.”

An explosion. Shadows run. The screaming is cut off. There is a whistling sound of falling through space.

After ten thousand years, how good to die. How good to feel the sudden coolness, the relaxation. How good to be like a hand within a glove that stretches out and grows wonderfully cold in the hot sand. Oh, the quiet and the loveliness of gathering, darkening death. But one cannot linger on.

A crack, a snap.

“Good God, he’s killed himself!” I cry, and open my eyes and there is the captain lying against the rocket, his skull split by bullet, his eyes wide, his tongue protruding between his white teeth. Blood runs from his head. I bend to him and touch him. “The fool,” I say. “Why did he do that?”

The men are horrified. They stand over the two dead men and turn their heads to see the Martian sands and the distant well where Regent lies lolling in deep waters. A croaking comes out of their dry lips, a whimpering, a childish protest against this awful dream.

The men turn to me.

After a long while, one of them says, “That makes you captain, Matthews.”

“I know,” I say slowly.

“Only six of us left.”

“Good God, it happened so quick!”

“I don’t want to stay here, let’s get out!”

The men clamor. I go to them and touch them now, with a confidence which almost sings in me. “Listen,” I say, and touch their elbows or their arms or their hands.

We all fall silent.

We are one.

No, no, no, no, no, no! Inner voices crying, deep down and gone into prisons beneath exteriors.

We are looking at each other. We are Samuel Matthews and Raymond Moses and William Spaulding and Charles Evans and Forrest Cole and John Summers, and we say nothing but look upon each other and our white faces and shaking hands.

We turn, as one, and look at the well.

“Now,” we say.

No, no, six voices scream, hidden and layered down and stored forever.

Our feet walk in the sand and it is as if a great hand with twelve fingers were moving across the hot sea bottom.

We bend to the well, looking down. From the cool depths six faces peer back up at us.

One by one we bend until our balance is gone, and one by one drop into the mouth and down through cool darkness into the cold waters.

The sun sets. The stars wheel upon the night sky. Far out, there is a wink of light. Another rocket coming, leaving red marks on space.

I live in a well. I live like smoke in a well. Like vapour in a stone throat. Overhead I see the cold stars of night and morning, and I see the sun. And sometimes I sing old songs of this world when it was young. How can I tell you what I am when even I don’t know? I cannot. I am simply waiting.



The Fox and the Forest




1950
There were fireworks the very first night, things that you should be afraid of perhaps, for they might remind you of other more horrible things, but these were beautiful, rockets that ascended into the ancient soft air of Mexico and shook the stars apart in blue and white fragments. Everything was good and sweet, the air was that blend of the dead and the living, of the rains and the dusts, of the incense from the church, and the brass smell of the tubas on the bandstand which pulsed out vast rhythms of “La Paloma.” The church doors were thrown wide and it seemed as if a giant yellow constellation had fallen from the October sky and lay breathing fire upon the church walls; a million candles sent their color and fumes about. Newer and better fireworks scurried like tight-rope walking comets across the cool-tiled square, banged against adobe cafe walls, then rushed on hot wires to bash the high church tower, in which boys’ naked feet alone could be seen kicking and re-kicking, clanging and tilting and re-tilting the monster bells into monstrous music. A flaming bull blundered about the plaza chasing laughing men and screaming children.

“The year is 1938,” said William Travis, standing by his wife on the edge of the yelling crowd, smiling, “A good year.”

The bull rushed upon them. Ducking, the couple ran, with fire balls pelting them, past the music and riot, the church, the band, under the stars, clutching each other, laughing. The bull passed, carried lightly on the shoulders of a charging Mexican, a framework of bamboo and sulphurous gunpowder.

“I’ve never enjoyed myself so much in my life.” Susan Travis had stopped for her breath.

“It’s amazing,” said William.

“It will go on, won’t it?”

“All night.”

“No, I mean our trip.”

He frowned and patted his breast pocket. “I’ve enough traveler’s checks for a lifetime. Enjoy yourself. Forget it. They’ll never find us.”

“Never?”

“Never.” Now someone was setting off giant crackers, hurling them from the great bell-tolling tower of the church in a sputter of smoke, while the crowd below fell back under the threat and the crackers exploded in wonderful concussions among their dancing feet and flailing bodies. A wondrous smell of frying tortillas hung all about, and in the cafes men sat at tables looking out, mugs of beer in their brown hands.

The bull was dead. The fire was out of the bamboo tubes and he was expended. The laborer lifted the framework from his shoulders. Little boys clustered to touch the magnificent papier-mache head, the real horns.

“Let’s examine the bull,” said William. As they walked past the cafe entrance Susan saw the man looking out at them, a white man in a salt-white suit, with a blue tie and blue shirt, and a thin, sunburned face. His hair was blond and straight and his eyes were blue, and he watched them as they walked.

She would never have noticed him if it had not been for the bottles at his immaculate elbow; a fat bottle of creme de menthe, a clear bottle of vermouth, a flagon of cognac, and seven other bottles of assorted liqueurs, and, at his finger tips, ten small half-filled glasses from which, without taking his eyes off the street, he sipped, occasionally squinting, pressing his thin mouth shut upon the savor. In his free hand a thin Havana cigar smoked, and on a chair stood twenty cartons of Turkish cigarettes, six boxes of cigars, and some packaged colognes.

“Bill-” whispered Susan.

“Take it easy,” he said. “He’s nobody.”

“I saw him in the plaza this morning.”

“Don’t look back, keep walking. Examine the papier-mache bull here. That’s it, ask questions.”

“Do you think he’s from the Searchers?”

“They couldn’t follow us!”

“They might!”

“What a nice bull,” said William to the man who owned it.

“He couldn’t have followed us back through two hundred years, could he?”

“Watch yourself, for God’s sake,” said William. She swayed. He crushed her elbow tightly, steering her away.

“Don’t faint.” He smiled, to make it look good. “You’ll be all right. Let’s go right in that cafe, drink in front of him, so if he is what we think he is, he won’t suspect.”

“No, I couldn’t.”

“We’ve got to. Come on now. And so I said to David, that’s ridiculous!” This last in a loud voice as they went up the cafe steps.

We are here, thought Susan. Who are we? Where are we going? What do we fear? Start at the beginning, she told herself, holding to her sanity, as she felt the adobe floor underfoot.

My name is Ann Kristen; my husband’s name is Roger. We were born in the year 2155 A.D. And we lived in a world that was evil. A world that was like a great black ship pulling away from the shore of sanity and civilization, roaring its black horn in the night, taking two billion people with it, whether they wanted to go or not, to death, to fall over the edge of the earth and the sea into radioactive flame and madness.

They walked into the cafe. The man was staring at them.

A phone rang.

The phone startled Susan. She remembered a phone ringing two hundred years in the future, on that blue April morning in 2155, and herself answering it:

“Ann, this is Rene! Have you heard? I mean about Travel in Time, Incorporated? Trips to Rome in 21 B.C., trips to Napoleon’s Waterloo-any time, any place!”

“Rene, you’re joking.”

“No. Clinton Smith left this morning for Philadelphia in 1776. Travel in Time, Inc., arranges everything. Costs money. But, think-to actually see the burning of Rome, Kubia Khan, Moses and the Red Sea! You’ve probably got an ad in your tube mail now.”

She had opened the suction mail tube and there was the metal foil advertisement:

ROME AND THE BORGIAS!

THE WRIGHT BROTHERS AT KITTY HAWK!

Travel in Time, Inc., can costume you, put you in a crowd during the assassination of Lincoln or Caesar! We guarantee to teach you any language you need to move freely in any civilization, in any year, without friction. Latin, Greek, ancient American colloquial. Take your vacation in Time as well as Place!

Rene’s voice was buzzing on the phone. “Tom and I leave for 1492 tomorrow. They’re arranging for Tom to sail with Columbus. Isn’t it amazing!”

“Yes,” murmured Ann, stunned. “What does the Government say about this Time Machine company?”

“Oh, the police have an eye on it. Afraid people might evade the draft, run off and hide in the Past. Everyone has to leave a security bond behind, his house and belongings, to guarantee return. After all, the war’s on.”

“Yes, the war,” murmured Ann. “The war.”

Standing there, holding the phone, she had thought. Here is the chance my husband and I have talked and prayed over for so many years. We don’t like this world of 2155. We want to run away from his work at the bomb factory. I from my position with disease-culture units. Perhaps there is a chance for us to escape, to run for centuries into a wild country of years where they will never find and bring us back to burn our books, censor our thoughts, scald our minds with fear, march us, scream at us with radios….

They were in Mexico in the year 1938. She looked at the stained cafe wall. Good workers for the Future State were allowed vacations into the Past to escape fatigue. And so she and her husband had moved back into 1938, a room in New York City, and enjoyed the theaters and the Statue of Liberty which still stood green in the harbor. And on the third day they had changed their clothes, their names, and had flown off to hide in Mexico!

“It must be him,” whispered Susan, looking at the stranger seated at the table. “Those cigarettes, the cigars, the liquor. They give him away. Remember our first night in the Past?”

A month ago, their first night in New York, before their flight, drinking all the strange drinks, savoring and buying odd foods, perfumes, cigarettes of ten dozen rare brands, for they were rare in the Future where war was everything. So they had made fools of themselves, rushing in and out of stores, salons, tobacconists, going up to their room to get wonderfully ill.

And now here was this stranger doing likewise, doing a thing that only a man from the Future would do who had been starved for liquors and cigarettes for many years.

Susan and William sat and ordered a drink.

The stranger was examining their clothes, their hair, their jewelry-the way they walked and sat. “Sit easily,” said William under his breath. “Look as if you’ve worn this clothing style all your life.”

“We should never have tried to escape.”

“My God!” said William, “he’s coming over. Let me do the talking.”

The stranger bowed before them. There was the faintest tap of heels knocking together. Susan stiffened. That military sound!-unmistakable as that certain ugly rap on your door at midnight.

“Mr. Roger Kristen,” said the stranger, “you did not pull up your pant legs when you sat down.”

William froze. He looked at his hands lying on either leg, innocently. Susan’s heart was beating swiftly.

“You’ve got the wrong person,” said William quickly. “My name’s not Krisler.”

“Kristen,” corrected the stranger.

“I’m William Travis,” said William. “And I don’t see what my pant legs have to do with you!”

“Sorry.” The stranger pulled up a chair. “Let us say I thought I knew you because you did not pull your trousers up. Everyone does. If they don’t, the trousers bag quickly. I am a long way from home, Mr.-Travis, and in need of company. My name is Simms.”

“Mr. Simms, we appreciate your loneliness, but we’re tired. We’re leaving for Acapulco tomorrow.”

“A charming spot. I was just there, looking for some friends of mine. They are somewhere. I shall find them yet. Oh, is the lady a bit sick?”

“Good night, Mr. Simms.”

They started out the door, William holding Susan’s arm firmly. They did not look back when Mr. Simms called, “Oh, just one other thing.” He paused and then slowly spoke the words:

“2155 A.D.”

Susan shut her eyes and felt the earth falter under her. She kept going, into the fiery plaza, seeing nothing.

They locked the door of their hotel room. And then she was crying and they were standing in the dark, and the room tilted under them. Far away firecrackers exploded, and there was laughter in the plaza.

“What a damned, loud nerve,” said William. “Him sitting there, looking us up and down like animals, smoking his damn cigarettes, drinking his drinks. I should have killed him then!” His voice was nearly hysterical. “He even had the nerve to use his real name to us. The Chief of the Searchers. And the thing about my pant legs. My God, I should have pulled them up when I sat. It’s an automatic gesture of this day and age. When I didn’t do it, it set me off from the others; it made him think. Here’s a man who never wore pants, a man used to breech uniforms and future styles. I could kill myself for giving us away!”

“No, no, it was my walk-these high heels-that did it. Our haircuts-so new, so fresh. Everything about us odd and uneasy.”

He turned on the light. “He’s still testing us. He’s not positive of us-not completely. We can’t run out on him, then. We can’t make him certain. We’ll go to Acapulco leisurely.”

“Maybe he is sure of us, but is just playing.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s got all the time in the world. He can dally here if he wants, and bring us back to the Future sixty seconds after we left it. He might keep us wondering for days, laughing at us.”

Susan sat on the bed, wiping the tears from her face, smelling the old smell of charcoal and incense.

“They won’t make a scene, will they?” “They won’t dare. They’ll have to get us alone to put us in that Time Machine and send us back.”

“There’s a solution then,” she said. “We’ll never be alone; we’ll always be in crowds. We’ll make a million friends, visit markets, sleep in the Official Palaces in each town, pay the Chief of Police to guard us until we find a way to kill Simms and escape, disguise ourselves in new clothes, perhaps as Mexicans.”

Footsteps sounded outside their locked door.

They turned out the light and undressed in silence. The footsteps went away. A door closed.

Susan stood by the window looking down at the plaza in the darkness. “So that building there is a church?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve often wondered what a church looked like. It’s been so long since anyone saw one. Can we visit it tomorrow?”

“Of course. Come to bed.”

They lay in the dark room.

Half an hour later their phone rang. She lifted the receiver. “Hello?”

“The rabbits may hide in the forest,” said a voice, “but a fox can always find them.”

She replaced the receiver and lay back straight and cold in the bed.

Outside, in the year 1938, a man played three tunes upon a guitar, one following another.

During the night she put her hand out and almost touched the year 2155. She felt her fingers slide over cool spaces of time, as over a corrugated surface, and she heard the insistent thump of marching feet, a million bands playing a million military tunes, and she saw the fifty thousand rows of diseased cultures in their aseptic glass tubes, her hand reaching out to them at her work in that huge factory in the Future; the tubes of leprosy, bubonic, typhoid, tuberculosis, and then the great explosion. She saw her hand burned to a wrinkled plum, felt it recoil from a concussion so immense that the world was lifted and let fall and all the buildings broke and people hemorrhaged and lay silent. Great volcanoes, machines, winds, avalanches slid down to silence and she awoke, sobbing, in the bed, in Mexico, many years away….

In the early morning, drugged with the single hour’s sleep they had finally been able to obtain, they awoke to the sound of loud automobiles in the street. Susan peered down from the iron balcony at a small crowd of eight people only now emerging, chattering, yelling, from trucks and cars with red lettering on them. A crowd of Mexicans had followed the trucks.

“Que pasa?’ Susan called to a little boy.

The boy replied.

Susan turned back to her husband. “An American motion-picture company, here on location.”

“Sounds interesting.” William was in the shower, “Let’s watch them. I don’t think we’d better leave today. We’ll try to lull Simms. Watch the films being made. They say the primitive film making was something. Get our minds off ourselves.”

Ourselves, thought Susan. For a moment, in the bright sun, she had forgotten that somewhere in the hotel, waiting, was a man smoking a thousand cigarettes, it seemed. She saw the eight loud happy Americans below and wanted to call to them: “Save me, hide me, help me! Color my hair, my eyes; clothe me in strange clothes. I need your help. I’m from the year 2155!”

But the words stayed in her throat. The functionaries of Travel in Time, Inc., were not foolish. In your brain, before you left on your trip, they placed a psychological bloc. You could tell no one your true time or birthplace, nor could you reveal any of the Future to those in the Past. The Past and the Future must be protected from each other. Only with this psychological bloc were people allowed to travel unguarded through the ages. The Future must be protected from any change brought about by her people traveling in the Past. Even if she wanted to with all her heart, she could not tell any of those happy people below in the plaza who she was, or what her predicament had become.

“What about breakfast?” said William.

Breakfast was being served in the immense dining room. Ham and eggs for everyone. The place was full of tourists. The film people entered, all eight of them-six men and two women, giggling, shoving chairs about. And Susan sat near them, feeling the warmth and protection they offered, even when Mr. Simms came down the lobby stairs, smoking his Turkish cigarette with great intensity. He nodded at them from a distance, and Susan nodded back, smiling, because he couldn’t do anything to them here, in front of eight film people and twenty other tourists.

“Those actors,” said William. “Perhaps I could hire two of them, say it was a joke, dress them in our clothes, have them drive off in our car when Simms is in such a spot where he can’t see their faces. If two people pretending to be us could lure him off for a few hours, we might make it to Mexico City. It’d take him years to find us there!”

“Hey!”

A fat man, with liquor on his breath, leaned on their table.

“American tourists!” he cried. “I’m so sick of seeing Mexicans, I could kiss you!” He shook their hands. “Come on, eat with us. Misery loves company. I’m Misery, this is Miss Gloom, and Mr. and Mrs. Do-We-Hate-Mexico! We all hate it. But we’re here for some preliminary shots for a damn film. The rest of the crew arrives tomorrow. My name’s Joe Melton. I’m a director. And if this ain’t a hell of a country! Funerals in the streets, people dying. Come on, move over. Join the party; cheer us up!”

Susan and William were both laughing.

“Am I funny?” Mr. Melton asked the immediate world.

“Wonderful!” Susan moved over.

Mr. Simms was glaring across the dining room at them.

She made a face at him.

Mr. Simms advanced among the tables.

“Mr. and Mrs. Travis,” he called. “I thought we were breakfasting together, alone.”

“Sorry,” said William.

“Sit down, pal,” said Mr. Melton. “Any friend of theirs is a pal of mine.”

Mr. Simms sat. The film people talked loudly, and while they talked, Mr. Simms said quietly, “I hope you slept well.”

“Did you?”

“I’m not used to spring mattresses,” replied Mr. Simms wryly. “But there are compensations. I stayed up half the night trying new cigarettes and foods. Odd, fascinating. A whole new spectrum of sensation, these ancient vices.”

“We don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Susan.

“Always the play acting.” Simms laughed. “It’s no use. Nor is this stratagem of crowds. I’ll get you alone soon enough. I’m immensely patient.”

“Say,” Mr. Melton broke in, his face flushed, “is this guy giving you any trouble?”

“It’s all right.”

“Say the word and I’ll give him the bum’s rush.”

Melton turned back to yell at his associates. In the laughter, Mr. Simms went on: “Let us come to the point. It took me a month of tracing you through towns and cities to find you, and all of yesterday to be sure of you. If you come with me quietly, I might be able to get you off with no punishment, if you agree to go back to work on the hydrogen-plus bomb.”

“Science this guy talks at breakfast!” observed Mr. Melton, half listening.

Simms went on, imperturbably. “Think it over. You can’t escape. If you kill me, others will follow you.”

“We don’t know what you’re talking about.” “Stop it!” cried Simms irritably. “Use your intelligence! You know we can’t let you get away with this escape. Other people in the year 2155 might get the same idea and do what you’ve done. We need people.”

“To fight your wars,” said William at last. “Bill!”

“It’s all right, Susan. We’ll talk on his terms now. We can’t escape.”

“Excellent,” said Simms. “Really, you’ve both been incredibly romantic, running away from your responsibilities.”

“Running away from horror.”

“Nonsense. Only a war.”

“What are you guys talking about?” asked Mr. Melton.

Susan wanted to tell him. But you could only speak in generalities. The psychological bloc in your mind allowed that. Generalities, such as Simms and William were now discussing.

“Only the war,” said William. “Half the world dead of leprosy bombs!”

“Nevertheless,” Simms pointed out, “the inhabitants of the Future resent you two hiding on a tropical isle, as it were, while they drop off the cliff into hell. Death loves death, not life. Dying people love to know that others die with them. It is a comfort to learn you are not alone in the kiln, in the grave. I am the guardian of their collective resentment against you two.”

“Look at the guardian of resentments!” said Mr. Melton to his companions.

“The longer you keep me waiting, the harder it will go for you. We need you on the bomb project, Mr. Travis. Return now-no torture. Later, we’ll force you to work, and after you’ve finished the bomb, we’ll try a number of complicated new devices on you, sir.”

“I’ve a proposition,” said William. “I’ll come back with you if my wife stays here alive, safe, away from that war.”

Mr. Simms considered it. “All right. Meet me in the plaza in ten minutes. Pick me up in your car. Drive me to a deserted country spot. I’ll have the Travel Machine pick us up there.”

“Bill!” Susan held his arm tightly.

“Don’t argue.” He looked over at her. “It’s settled.” To Simms: “One thing. Last night you could have gotten in our room and kidnaped us. Why didn’t you?”

“Shall we say that I was enjoying myself?” replied Mr. Simms languidly, sucking his new cigar. “I hate giving up this wonderful atmosphere, this sun, this vacation. I regret leaving behind the wine and the cigarettes. Oh, how I regret it. The plaza then, in ten minutes. Your wife will be protected and may stay here as long as she wishes. Say your good-bys.” Mr. Simms arose and walked out.

“There goes Mr. Big Talk!” yelled Mr. Melton at the departing gentleman. He turned and looked at Susan. “Hey. Someone’s crying. Breakfast’s no time for people to cry. Now is it?”

At nine-fifteen Susan stood on the balcony of their room, gazing down at the plaza. Mr. Simms was seated there, his neat legs crossed, on a delicate bronze bench. Biting the tip from a cigar, he lit it tenderly.

Susan heard the throb of a motor, and far up the street, out of a garage and down the cobbled hill, slowly, came William in his car.

The car picked up speed. Thirty, now forty, now fifty miles an hour. Chickens scattered before it.

Mr. Simms took off his white panama hat and mopped his pink forehead, put his hat back on, and then saw the car.

It was rushing sixty miles an hour, straight on for the plaza.

“William!” screamed Susan.

The car hit the low plaza curb, thundering; it jumped up, sped across the tiles toward the green bench where Mr. Simms now dropped his cigar, shrieked, flailed his hands, and was hit by the car. His body flew up and up in the air, and down and down, crazily, into the street.

On the far side of the plaza, one front wheel broken, the car stopped. People were running.

Susan went in and closed the balcony doors.

They came down the Official Palace steps together, arm in arm, their faces pale, at twelve noon.

“Adios, senor,” said the mayor behind them. “Senora.”

They stood in the plaza where the crowd was pointing at the blood.

“Will they want to see you again?” asked Susan.

“No, we went over and over it. It was an accident. I lost control of the car. I wept for them.

God knows I had to get my relief out somewhere. I felt like weeping. I hated to kill him. I’ve never wanted to do anything like that in my life.”

“They won’t prosecute you?”

“They talked about it, but no. I talked faster. They believe me. It was an accident. It’s over.”

“Where will we go? Mexico City? Uruapan?”

“The car’s in the repair shop. It’ll be ready at four this afternoon. Then we’ll get the hell out.”

“Will we be followed? Was Simms working alone?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have a little head start on them, I think.”

The film people were coming out of the hotel as they approached. Mr. Melton hurried up, scowling. “Hey I heard what happened. Too bad. Everything okay now? Want to get your minds off it? We’re doing some preliminary shots up the street. You want to watch, you’re welcome. Come on, do you good.”

They went.

They stood on the cobbled street while the film camera was being set up. Susan looked at the road leading down and away, and the highway going to Acapulco and the sea, past pyramids and ruins and little adobe towns with yellow walls, blue walls, purple walls and flaming bougainvillea, and she thought, We shall take the roads, travel in clusters and crowds, in markets, in lobbies, bribe police to sleep near, keep double locks, but always the crowds, never alone again, always afraid the next person who passes may be another Simms. Never knowing if we’ve tricked and lost the Searchers. And always up ahead, in the Future, they’ll wait for us to be brought back, waiting with their bombs to bum us and disease to rot us, and their police to tell us to roll over, turn around, jump through the hoop! And so we’ll keep running through the forest, and we’ll never ever stop or sleep well again in our lives.

A crowd gathered to watch the film being made. And Susan watched the crowd and the streets.

“Seen anyone suspicious?”

“No. What time is it?”

“Three o’clock. The car should be almost ready.”

The test film was finished at three forty-five. They all walked down to the hotel, talking. William paused at the garage. “The car’ll be ready at six,” he said, coming out, worried.

“But no later than that?”

“It’ll be ready, don’t worry.”

In the hotel lobby they looked around for other men traveling alone, men who resembled Mr. Simms, men with new haircuts and too much cigarette smoke and cologne smell about them, but the lobby was empty. Going up the stairs, Mr. Melton said, “Well, it’s been a long hard day. Who’d like to put a header on it? You folks? Martini? Beer?”

“Maybe one.”

The whole crowd pushed into Mr. Melton’s room and the drinking began.

“Watch the time,” said William. Time, thought Susan. If only they had time. All she wanted was to sit in the plaza all of a long bright day in October, with not a worry or a thought, with the sun on her face and arms, her eyes closed, smiling at the warmth, and never move. Just sleep in the Mexican sun, and sleep warmly and easily and slowly and happily for many, many days….

Mr. Melton opened the champagne. “To a very beautiful lady, lovely enough for films,” he said, toasting Susan. “I might even give you a test.” She laughed.

“I mean it,” said Melton. “You’re very nice. I could make you a movie star.”

“And take me to Hollywood?” cried Susan. “Get the hell out of Mexico, sure!” Susan glanced at William and he lifted an eyebrow and nodded. It would be a change of scene, clothing, locale, name, perhaps; and they would be traveling with eight other people, a good shield against any interference from the Future. “It sounds wonderful,” said Susan. She was feeling the champagne now. The afternoon was slipping by; the party was whirling about her. She felt safe and good and alive and truly happy for the first time in many years.

“What kind of film would my wife be good for?” asked William, refilling his glass.

Melton appraised Susan. -The party stopped laughing and listened.

“Well, I’d like to do a story of suspense,” said Melton. “A story of a man and wife, like yourselves.”

“Go on.”

“Sort of a war story, maybe,” said the director, examining the color of his drink against the sunlight.

Susan and William waited.

“A story about a man and wife who live in a little house on a little street in the year 2155, maybe,” said Melton. “This is ad lib, understand. But this man and wife are faced with a terrible war, super-plus hydrogen bombs, censorship, death in that year, and-here’s the gimmick-they escape into the Past, followed by a man who they think is evil, but who is only trying to show them what their duty is.”

William dropped his glass to the floor.

Mr. Melton continued: “And this couple take refuge with a group of film people whom they learn to trust. Safety in numbers, they say to themselves.”

Susan felt herself slip down into a chair. Everyone was watching the director. He took a little sip of wine. “Ah, that’s a fine wine. Well, this man and woman, it seems, don’t realize how important they are to the Future. The man, especially, is the keystone to a new bomb metal. So the Searchers, let’s call them, spare no trouble or expense to find, capture, and take home the man and wife, once they get them totally alone, in a hotel room, where no one can see. Strategy. The Searchers work alone, or in groups of eight. One trick or another will do it. Don’t you think it would make a wonderful film, Susan? Don’t you, Bill?” He finished his drink.

Susan sat with her eyes straight ahead of her.

“Have a drink?” said Mr. Melton.

William’s gun was out and fired three times, and one of the men fell, and the others ran forward. Susan screamed. A hand was clamped to her mouth. Now the gun was on the floor and William was struggling, held.

Mr. Melton said, “Please,” standing there where he had stood, blood showing on his fingers. “Let’s not make matters worse.”

Someone pounded on the hall door.

“Let me in!”

“The manager,” said Mr. Melton dryly. He jerked his head. “Everyone, let’s move!”

“Let me in! I’ll call the police!”

Susan and William looked at each other quickly, and then at the door.

“The manager wishes to come in,” said Mr. Melton. “Quick!”

A camera was carried forward. From it shot a blue light which encompassed the room instantly. It widened out and the people of the party vanished, one by one.

“Quickly!”

Outside the window, in the instant before she vanished, Susan saw the green land and the purple and yellow and blue and crimson walls and the cobbles flowing down like a river, a man upon a burro riding into the warm hills, a boy drinking Orange Crush, she could feel the sweet liquid in her throat, a man standing under a cool plaza tree with a guitar, she could feel her hand upon the strings, and, far away, the sea, the blue and tender sea, she could feel it roll her over and take her in.

And then she was gone. Her husband was gone.

The door burst wide open. The manager and his staff rushed in.

The room was empty.

“But they were just here! I saw them come in, and now-gone!” cried the manager. “The windows are covered with iron grating. They couldn’t get out that way!”

In the late afternoon the priest was summoned and they opened the room again and aired it out, and had him sprinkle holy water through each comer and give it his blessing.

“What shall we do with these?” asked the charwoman.

She pointed to the closet, where there were 67 bottles of chartreuse, cognac, creme de cacao absinthe, vermouth, tequila, 106 cartons of Turkish cigarettes, and 198 yellow boxes of fifty-cent pure Havana-filler cigars….



The Rocket




1950
Many nights Fiorello Bodoni would awaken to hear the rockets sighing in the dark sky. He would tiptoe from bed, certain that his kind wife was dreaming, to let himself out into the night air. For a few moments he would be free of the smells of old food in the small house by the river. For a silent moment he would let his heart soar alone into space, following the rockets.

Now, this very night, he stood half naked in the darkness, watching the fire fountains murmuring in the air. The rockets on their long wild way to Mars and Saturn and Venus!

“Well, well, Bodoni.”

Bodoni started.

On a milk crate, by the silent river, sat an old man who also watched the rockets through the midnight hush.

“Oh, it’s you, Bramante!”

“Do you come out every night, Bodoni?”

“Only for the air.”

“So? I prefer the rockets myself,” said old Bramante. “I was a boy when they started. Eighty years ago, and I’ve never been on one yet.”

“I will ride up in one someday,” said Bodoni.

“Fool!” cried Bramante. “You’ll never go. This is a rich man’s world.” He shook his gray head, remembering. “When I was young they wrote it in fiery letters: THE WORLD OF THE FUTURE! Science, Comfort, and New Things for All! Ha! Eighty years. The Future becomes Now! Do we fly rockets’? No! We live in shacks like our ancestors before us.”

“Perhaps my sons -” said Bodoni.

“No, nor their sons!” the old man shouted. “It’s the rich who have dreams and rockets!”

Bodoni hesitated. “Old man, I’ve saved three thousand dollars. It took me six years to save it. For my business, to invest in machinery. But every night for a month now I’ve been awake. I hear the rockets. I think. And tonight I’ve made up my mind. One of us will fly to Mars!” His eyes were shining and dark.

“Idiot,” snapped Bramante. “How will you choose? Who will go? If you go, your wife will hate you, for you will be just a bit nearer God, in spare. When you tell your amazing trip to her, over the years, won’t bitterness gnaw at her?”

“No, no!”

“Yes! And your children? Will their lives be filled with the memory of Papa, who flew to Mars while they stayed here? What a senseless task you will set your boys. They will think of the rocket all their lives. They will lie awake. They will be sick with wanting it. Just as you are sick now. They will want to die if they cannot go. Don’t set that goal, I warn you. Let them be content with being poor. Turn their eyes down to their hands and to your junk yard, not up to the stars.”

“But -”

“Suppose your wife went? How would you feel, knowing she had seen and you had not? She would become holy. You would think of throwing her in the river. No, Bodoni, buy a new wrecking machine, which you need, and pull your dreams apart with it, and smash them to pieces.”

The old man subsided, gazing at the river in which, drowned, images of rockets burned down the sky.

“Good night,” said Bodoni.

“Sleep well,” said the other.

 

When the toast jumped from its silver box, Bodoni almost screamed. The night had been sleepless. Among his nervous children, beside his mountainous wife, Bodoni had twisted and stared at nothing. Bramante was right. Better to invest the money. Why save it when only one of the family could ride the rocket, while the others remained to melt in frustration?

“Fiorello, eat your toast,” said his wife, Maria.

“My throat is shriveled,” said Bodoni.

The children rushed in, the three boys fighting over a toy rocket, the two girls carrying dolls which duplicated the inhabitants of Mars, Venus, and Neptune, green mannequins with three yellow eyes and twelve fingers.

“I saw the Venus rocket!” cried Paolo.

“It took off, whoosh!” hissed Antonello.

“Children!” shouted Bodoni, hands to his ears.

They stared at him. He seldom shouted.

Bodoni arose. “Listen, all of you,” he said. “I have enough money to take one of us on the Mars rocket.”

Everyone yelled.

“You understand?” he asked. “Only one of us. Who?”

“Me, me, me!” cried the children.

“You,” said Maria.

“You,” said Bodoni to her.

They all fell silent.

The children reconsidered. “Let Lorenzo go - he’s oldest.”

“Let Miriamne go - she’s a girl!”

“Think what you would see,” said Bodoni’s wife to him. But her eyes were strange. Her voice shook. “The meteors, like fish. The universe. The Moon. Someone should go who could tell it well on returning. You have a way with words.”

“Nonsense. So have you,” he objected.

Everyone trembled.

“Here,” said Bodoni unhappily. From a broom he broke straws of various lengths. “The short straw wins.” He held out his tight fist. “Choose.”

Solemnly each took his turn.

“Long straw.”

“Long straw.”

Another.

“Long straw.”

The children finished. The room was quiet. Two straws remained. Bodoni felt his heart ache in him.

“Now,” he whispered. “Maria.”

She drew.

“The short straw,” she said.

“Ah,” sighed Lorenzo, half happy, half sad. “Mama goes to Mars.”

Bodoni tried to smile. “Congratulations. I will buy your ticket today.”

“Wait, Fiorello -”

“You can leave next week,” he murmured.

She saw the sad eyes of her children upon her, with the smiles beneath their straight, large noses. She returned the straw slowly to her husband. “I cannot go to Mars.”

“But why not?”

“I will be busy with another child.”

“What!”

She would not look at him. “It wouldn’t do for me to travel in my condition.”

He took her elbow. “Is this the truth?”

“Draw again. Start over.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” he said incredulously.

“I didn’t remember.”

“Maria, Maria,” he whispered, patting her face. He turned to the children. “Draw again.”

Paolo immediately drew the short straw.

“I go to Mars!” He danced wildly. “Thank you, Father!”

The other children edged away. “That’s swell, Paolo.”

Paolo stopped smiling to examine his parents and his brothers and sisters. “I can go, can’t I?” he asked uncertainly.

“Yes.”

“And you’ll like me when I come back?”

“Of course.”

Paolo studied the precious broomstraw on his trembling hand and shook his head. He threw it away. “I forgot. School starts. I can’t go. Draw again.”

But none would draw. A full sadness lay on them.

“None of us will go,” said Lorenzo.

“That’s best,” said Maria.

“Bramante was right,” said Bodoni.

 

With his breakfast curdled within him, Fiorello Bodoni worked in his junk yard, ripping metal, melting it, pouring out usable ingots. His equipment flaked apart; competition had kept him on the insane edge of poverty for twenty years. It was a very bad morning.

In the afternoon a man entered the junk yard and called up to Bodoni on his wrecking machine. “Hey, Bodoni, I got some metal for you!”

“What is it, Mr. Mathews?” asked Bodoni, listlessly.

“A rocket ship. What’s wrong? Don’t you want it?”

“Yes, yes!” He seized the man’s arm, and stopped, bewildered.

“Of course,” said Mathews, “it’s only a mockup. You know. When they plan a rocket they build a full-scale model first, of aluminum. You might make a small profit boiling her down. Let you have her for two thousand -”

Bodoni dropped his hand. “I haven’t the money.”

“Sorry. Thought I’d help you. Last time we talked you said how everyone outbid you on junk. Thought I’d slip this to you on the q.t. Well -”

“I need new equipment. I saved money for that.”

“I understand.”

“If I bought your rocket, I wouldn’t even be able to melt it down. My aluminum furnace broke down last week -”

“Sure.”

“I couldn’t possibly use the rocket if I bought it from you.”

“I know.”

Bodoni hunked and shut his eyes. He opened them and looked at Mr. Mathews. “But I am a great fool. I will take my money from the bank and give it to you.”

“But if you can’t melt the rocket down -”

“Deliver it,” said Bodoni.

“All right, if you say so. Tonight?”

“Tonight,” said Bodoni, “would be fine. Yes, I would like to have a rocket ship tonight.”

 

There was a moon. The rocket was white and big in the junk yard. It held the whiteness of the moon and the blueness of the stars. Bodoni looked at it and loved all of it. He wanted to pet it and lie against it, pressing it with his cheek, telling it all the secret wants of his heart.

He stared up at it. “You are all mine,” he said. “Even if you never move or spit fire, and just sit there and rust for fifty years, you are mine.”

The rocket smelled of time and distance. It was like walking into a clock. It was finished with Swiss delicacy. One might wear it on one’s watch fob. “I might even sleep here tonight,” Bodoni whispered excitedly.

He sat in the pilot’s seat.

He touched a lever.

He hummed in his shut mouth, his eyes closed.

The humming grew louder, louder, higher, higher, wilder, stranger, more exhilarating, trembling in him and leaning him forward and pulling him and the ship in a roaring silence and in a kind of metal screaming, while his fists flew over the controls, and his shut eyes quivered, and the sound grew and grew until it was a fire, a strength, a lifting and a pushing of power that threatened to tear him in half. He gasped. He hummed again and again, and did not stop, for it could not be stopped, it could only go on, his eyes tighter, his heart furious. “Taking off!” he screamed. The jolting concussion! The thunder! “The Moon!” he cried, eyes blind, tight. “The meteors!” The silent rush in volcanic light. “Mars. Oh, God, Mars! Mars!”

He fell back, exhausted and panting. His shaking hands came loose of the controls and his head tilted back wildly. He sat for a long time, breathing out and in, his heart slowing.

Slowly, slowly, he opened his eyes.

The junk yard was still there.

He sat motionless. He looked at the heaped piles of metal for a minute, his eyes never leaving them. Then, leaping up, he kicked the levers. “Take off, damn you!”

The ship was silent.

“I’ll show you!” he cried.

Out in the night air, stumbling, he started the fierce motor of his terrible wrecking machine and advanced upon the rocket. He maneuvered the massive weights into the moonlit sky. He readied his trembling hands to plunge the weights, to smash, to rip apart this insolently false dream, this silly thing for which he had paid his money, which would not move, which would not do his bidding. “I’ll teach you!” he shouted.

But his hand stayed.

The silver rocket lay in the light of the moon. And beyond the rocket stood the yellow lights of his home, a block away, burning warmly. He heard the family radio playing some distant music. He sat for half an hour considering the rocket and the house lights, and his eyes narrowed and grew wide. He stepped down from the wrecking machine and began to walk, and as he walked he began to laugh, and when he reached the back door of his house he took a deep breath and called, “Maria, Maria, start packing. We’re going to Mars!”

“Oh!”

“Ah!”

“I can’t believe it!”

“You will, you will.”

The children balanced in the windy yard, under the glowing rocket, not touching it yet. They started to cry.

Maria looked at her husband. “What have you done?” she said. “Taken our money for this? It will never fly.”

“It will fly,” he said, looking at it.

“Rocket ships cost millions. Have you millions?”

“It will fly,” he repeated steadily. “Now, go to the house, all of you. I have phone calls to make, work to do. Tomorrow we leave! Tell no one, understand? It is a secret.”

The children edged off from the rocket, stumbling. He saw their small, feverish faces in the house windows, far away.

Maria had not moved. “You have ruined us,” she said. “Our money used for this - this thing. When it should have been spent on equipment.”

“You will see,” he said.

Without a word she turned away.

“God help me,” he whispered, and started to work.

 

Through the midnight hours trucks arrived, packages were delivered, and Bodoni, smiling, exhausted his bank account. With blowtorch and metal stripping he assaulted the rocket, added, took away, worked fiery magics and secret insults upon it. He bolted nine ancient automobile motors into the rocket’s empty engine room. Then he welded the engine room shut, so none could see his hidden labor.

At dawn he entered the kitchen. “Maria,” he said, “I’m ready for breakfast.”

She would not speak to him.

 

At sunset he called to the children. “We’re ready! Come on!” The house was silent.

“I’ve locked them in the closet,” said Maria.

“What do you mean?” he demanded.

“You’ll be killed in that rocket,” she said. “What kind of rocket can you buy for two thousand dollars? A bad one!”

“Listen to me, Maria.”

“It will blow up. Anyway, you are no pilot.”

“Nevertheless, I can fly this ship. I have fixed it.”

“You have gone mad,” she said.

“Where is the key to the closet?”

“I have it here.”

He put out his hand. “Give it to me.”

She banded it to him. “You will kill them.”

“No, no.”

“Yes, you will. I feel it.”

He stood before her. “You won’t come along?”

“I’ll stay here,” she said.

“You will understand; you will see then,” he said, and smiled. He unlocked the closet. “Come, children. Follow your father.”

“Good-bye, good-bye, Mama!”

She stayed in the kitchen window, looking out at them, very straight and silent.

At the door of the rocket the father said, “Children, we will be gone a week. You must come back to school, and I to my business.” He took each of their hands in turn. “Listen. This rocket is very old and will fly only one more journey. It will not fly again. This will be the one trip of your life. Keep your eyes wide.”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Listen, keep your ears clean. Smell the smells of a rocket. Feel. Remember. So when you return you will talk of it all the rest of your lives.”

“Yes, Papa.”

The ship was quiet as a stopped clock. The airlock hissed shut behind them. He strapped them all, like tiny mummies, into rubber hammocks. “Ready?” he called.

“Ready!” all replied.

“Take-off!” He jerked ten switches. The rocket thundered and leaped. The children danced in their hammocks, screaming.

“Here comes the Moon!”

The moon dreamed by. Meteors broke into fireworks. Time flowed away in a serpentine of gas. The children shouted. Released from their hammocks, hours later, they peered from the ports. “There’s Earth!” “There’s Mars!”

The rocket dropped pink petals of fire while the hour dials spun; the child eyes dropped shut. At last they hung like drunken moths in their cocoon hammocks.

“Good,” whispered Bodoni, alone.

He tiptoed from the control room to stand for a long moment, fearful, at the airlock door.

He pressed a button. The airlock door swung wide. He stepped out. Into space? Into inky tides of meteor and gaseous torch? Into swift mileages and infinite dimensions?

No. Bodoni smiled.

All about the quivering rocket lay the junk yard. Rusting, unchanged, there stood the padlocked junk-yard gate, the little silent house by the river, the kitchen window lighted, and the river going down to the same sea. And in the center of the junk yard, manufacturing a magic dream, lay the quivering, purring rocket. Shaking and roaring, bouncing the netted children like flies in a web.

Maria stood in the kitchen window.

He waved to her and smiled.

He could not see if she waved or not. A small wave, perhaps. A small smile.

The sun was rising.

Bodoni withdrew hastily into the rocket. Silence. All still slept. He breathed easily. Tying himself into a hammock, he closed his eyes. To himself he prayed. Oh, let nothing happen to the illusion in the next six days. Let all of space come and go, and red Mars come up under our ship, and the moons of Mars, and let there be no flaws in the color film. Let there be three dimensions; let nothing go wrong with the hidden mirrors and screens that mold the fine illusion. Let time pass without crisis.

He awoke.

Red Mars floated near the rocket.

“Papa!” The children thrashed to be free.

Bodoni looked and saw red Mars and it was good and there was no flaw in it and he was very happy.

At sunset on the seventh day the rocket stopped shuddering.

“We are home,” said Bodoni.

They walked across the junk yard from the open door of the rocket, their blood singing, their faces glowing.

“I have ham and eggs for all or you,” said Maria, at the kitchen door.

“Mama, Mama, you should have come, to see it, to see Mars, Mama, and meteors, and everything!”

“Yes,” she said.

At bedtime the children gathered before Bodoni. “We want to thank you, Papa.”

“It was nothing.”

“We will remember it for always, Papa. We will never forget.”

 

Very late in the night Bodoni opened his eyes. He sensed that his wife was lying beside him, watching him. She did not move for a very long time, and then suddenly she kissed his cheeks and his forehead. “What’s this?” he cried.

“You’re the best father in the world,” she whispered.

“Why?”

“Now I see,” she said. “I understand.”

She lay back and closed her eyes, holding his hand. “Is it a very lovely journey?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Perhaps,” she said, “perhaps, some night, you might take me on just a little trip, do you think?”

“Just a little one, perhaps,” he said.

“Thank you,” she said. “Good night.”

“Good night,” said Fiorello Bodoni.



The Veldt




1950
“George, I wish you’d look at the nursery.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, then.”

“I just want you to look at it, is all, or call a psychologist in to look at it.”

“What would a psychologist want with a nursery?”

“You know very well what he’d want.” His wife paused in the middle of the kitchen and watched the stove busy humming to itself, making supper for four.

“It’s just that the nursery is different now than it was.”

“All right, let’s have a look.”

They walked down the hall of their soundproofed Happylife Home, which had cost them thirty thousand dollars installed, this house which clothed and fed and rocked them to sleep and played and sang and was good to them. Their approach sensitized a switch somewhere and the nursery light flicked on when they came within ten feet of it. Similarly, behind them, in the halls, lights went on and off as they left them behind, with a soft automaticity.

“Well,” said George Hadley.

They stood on the thatched floor of the nursery. It was forty feet across by forty feet long and thirty feet high; it had cost half again as much as the rest of the house. “But nothing’s too good for our children,” George had said.

The nursery was silent. It was empty as a jungle glade at hot high noon. The walls were blank and two dimensional. Now, as George and Lydia Hadley stood in the center of the room, the walls began to purr and recede into crystalline distance, it seemed, and presently an African veldt appeared, in three dimensions, on all sides, in color reproduced to the final pebble and bit of straw. The ceiling above them became a deep sky with a hot yellow sun.

George Hadley felt the perspiration start on his brow.

“Let’s get out of this sun,” he said. “This is a little too real. But I don’t see anything wrong.”

“Wait a moment, you’ll see,” said his wife.

Now the hidden odorophonics were beginning to blow a wind of odor at the two people in the middle of the baked veldtland. The hot straw smell of lion grass, the cool green smell of the hidden water hole, the great rusty smell of animals, the smell of dust like a red paprika in the hot air. And now the sounds: the thump of distant antelope feet on grassy sod, the papery rustling of vultures. A shadow passed through the sky. The shadow flickered on George Hadley’s upturned, sweating face.

“Filthy creatures,” he heard his wife say.

“The vultures.”

“You see, there are the lions, far over, that way. Now they’re on their way to the water hole. They’ve just been eating,” said Lydia. “I don’t know what.”

“Some animal.” George Hadley put his hand up to shield off the burning light from his squinted eyes. “A zebra or a baby giraffe, maybe.”

“Are you sure?” His wife sounded peculiarly tense.

“No, it’s a little late to be sure,” be said, amused. “Nothing over there I can see but cleaned bone, and the vultures dropping for what’s left.”

“Did you bear that scream?” she asked.

‘No.”

“About a minute ago?”

“Sorry, no.”

The lions were coming. And again George Hadley was filled with admiration for the mechanical genius who had conceived this room. A miracle of efficiency selling for an absurdly low price. Every home should have one. Oh, occasionally they frightened you with their clinical accuracy, they startled you, gave you a twinge, but most of the time what fun for everyone, not only your own son and daughter, but for yourself when you felt like a quick jaunt to a foreign land, a quick change of scenery. Well, here it was!

And here were the lions now, fifteen feet away, so real, so feverishly and startlingly real that you could feel the prickling fur on your hand, and your mouth was stuffed with the dusty upholstery smell of their heated pelts, and the yellow of them was in your eyes like the yellow of an exquisite French tapestry, the yellows of lions and summer grass, and the sound of the matted lion lungs exhaling on the silent noontide, and the smell of meat from the panting, dripping mouths.

The lions stood looking at George and Lydia Hadley with terrible green-yellow eyes.

“Watch out!” screamed Lydia.

The lions came running at them.

Lydia bolted and ran. Instinctively, George sprang after her. Outside, in the hall, with the door slammed he was laughing and she was crying, and they both stood appalled at the other’s reaction.

“George!”

“Lydia! Oh, my dear poor sweet Lydia!”

“They almost got us!”

“Walls, Lydia, remember; crystal walls, that’s all they are. Oh, they look real, I must admit - Africa in your parlor - but it’s all dimensional, superreactionary, supersensitive color film and mental tape film behind glass screens. It’s all odorophonics and sonics, Lydia. Here’s my handkerchief.”

 

“I’m afraid.” She came to him and put her body against him and cried steadily. “Did you see? Did you feel? It’s too real.”

“Now, Lydia…”

“You’ve got to tell Wendy and Peter not to read any more on Africa.”

“Of course - of course.” He patted her.

“Promise?”

“Sure.”

“And lock the nursery for a few days until I get my nerves settled.”

“You know how difficult Peter is about that. When I punished him a month ago by locking the nursery for even a few hours - the tantrum be threw! And Wendy too. They live for the nursery.”

“It’s got to be locked, that’s all there is to it.”

“All right.” Reluctantly he locked the huge door. “You’ve been working too hard. You need a rest.”

“I don’t know - I don’t know,” she said, blowing her nose, sitting down in a chair that immediately began to rock and comfort her. “Maybe I don’t have enough to do. Maybe I have time to think too much. Why don’t we shut the whole house off for a few days and take a vacation?”

“You mean you want to fry my eggs for me?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

“And dam my socks?”

“Yes.” A frantic, watery-eyed nodding.

“And sweep the house?”

“Yes, yes - oh, yes!”

“But I thought that’s why we bought this house, so we wouldn’t have to do anything?”

“That’s just it. I feel like I don’t belong here. The house is wife and mother now, and nursemaid. Can I compete with an African veldt? Can I give a bath and scrub the children as efficiently or quickly as the automatic scrub bath can? I cannot. And it isn’t just me. It’s you. You’ve been awfully nervous lately.”

“I suppose I have been smoking too much.”

“You look as if you didn’t know what to do with yourself in this house, either. You smoke a little more every morning and drink a little more every afternoon and need a little more sedative every night. You’re beginning to feel unnecessary too.”

“Am I?” He paused and tried to feel into himself to see what was really there.

“Oh, George!” She looked beyond him, at the nursery door. “Those lions can’t get out of there, can they?”

He looked at the door and saw it tremble as if something had jumped against it from the other side.

“Of course not,” he said.

 

At dinner they ate alone, for Wendy and Peter were at a special plastic carnival across town and bad televised home to say they’d be late, to go ahead eating. So George Hadley, bemused, sat watching the dining-room table produce warm dishes of food from its mechanical interior.

“We forgot the ketchup,” he said.

“Sorry,” said a small voice within the table, and ketchup appeared.

As for the nursery, thought George Hadley, it won’t hurt for the children to be locked out of it awhile. Too much of anything isn’t good for anyone. And it was clearly indicated that the children had been spending a little too much time on Africa. That sun. He could feel it on his neck, still, like a hot paw. And the lions. And the smell of blood. Remarkable how the nursery caught the telepathic emanations of the children’s minds and created life to fill their every desire. The children thought lions, and there were lions. The children thought zebras, and there were zebras. Sun - sun. Giraffes - giraffes. Death and death.

That last. He chewed tastelessly on the meat that the table bad cut for him. Death thoughts. They were awfully young, Wendy and Peter, for death thoughts. Or, no, you were never too young, really. Long before you knew what death was you were wishing it on someone else. When you were two years old you were shooting people with cap pistols.

But this - the long, hot African veldt-the awful death in the jaws of a lion. And repeated again and again.

“Where are you going?”

He didn’t answer Lydia. Preoccupied, be let the lights glow softly on ahead of him, extinguish behind him as he padded to the nursery door. He listened against it. Far away, a lion roared.

He unlocked the door and opened it. Just before he stepped inside, he heard a faraway scream. And then another roar from the lions, which subsided quickly.

He stepped into Africa. How many times in the last year had he opened this door and found Wonderland, Alice, the Mock Turtle, or Aladdin and his Magical Lamp, or Jack Pumpkinhead of Oz, or Dr. Doolittle, or the cow jumping over a very real-appearing moon-all the delightful contraptions of a make-believe world. How often had he seen Pegasus flying in the sky ceiling, or seen fountains of red fireworks, or heard angel voices singing. But now, is yellow hot Africa, this bake oven with murder in the heat. Perhaps Lydia was right. Perhaps they needed a little vacation from the fantasy which was growing a bit too real for ten-year-old children. It was all right to exercise one’s mind with gymnastic fantasies, but when the lively child mind settled on one pattern… ? It seemed that, at a distance, for the past month, he had heard lions roaring, and smelled their strong odor seeping as far away as his study door. But, being busy, he had paid it no attention.

George Hadley stood on the African grassland alone. The lions looked up from their feeding, watching him. The only flaw to the illusion was the open door through which he could see his wife, far down the dark hall, like a framed picture, eating her dinner abstractedly.

“Go away,” he said to the lions.

They did not go.

He knew the principle of the room exactly. You sent out your thoughts. Whatever you thought would appear. “Let’s have Aladdin and his lamp,” he snapped. The veldtland remained; the lions remained.

“Come on, room! I demand Aladin!” he said.

Nothing happened. The lions mumbled in their baked pelts.

“Aladin!”

He went back to dinner. “The fool room’s out of order,” he said. “It won’t respond.”

“Or—”

“Or what?”

“Or it can’t respond,” said Lydia, “because the children have thought about Africa and lions and killing so many days that the room’s in a rut.”

“Could be.”

“Or Peter’s set it to remain that way.”

“Set it?”

“He may have got into the machinery and fixed something.”

“Peter doesn’t know machinery.”

“He’s a wise one for ten. That I.Q. of his -”

“Nevertheless -”

“Hello, Mom. Hello, Dad.”

The Hadleys turned. Wendy and Peter were coming in the front door, cheeks like peppermint candy, eyes like bright blue agate marbles, a smell of ozone on their jumpers from their trip in the helicopter.

“You’re just in time for supper,” said both parents.

“We’re full of strawberry ice cream and hot dogs,” said the children, holding hands. “But we’ll sit and watch.”

“Yes, come tell us about the nursery,” said George Hadley.

The brother and sister blinked at him and then at each other. “Nursery?”

“All about Africa and everything,” said the father with false joviality.

“I don’t understand,” said Peter.

“Your mother and I were just traveling through Africa with rod and reel; Tom Swift and his Electric Lion,” said George Hadley.

“There’s no Africa in the nursery,” said Peter simply.

“Oh, come now, Peter. We know better.”

“I don’t remember any Africa,” said Peter to Wendy. “Do you?”

“No.”

“Run see and come tell.”

She obeyed

“Wendy, come back here!” said George Hadley, but she was gone. The house lights followed her like a flock of fireflies. Too late, he realized he had forgotten to lock the nursery door after his last inspection.

“Wendy’ll look and come tell us,” said Peter.

“She doesn’t have to tell me. I’ve seen it.”

“I’m sure you’re mistaken, Father.”

“I’m not, Peter. Come along now.”

But Wendy was back. “It’s not Africa,” she said breathlessly.

“We’ll see about this,” said George Hadley, and they all walked down the hall together and opened the nursery door.

There was a green, lovely forest, a lovely river, a purple mountain, high voices singing, and Rima, lovely and mysterious, lurking in the trees with colorful flights of butterflies, like animated bouquets, lingering in her long hair. The African veldtland was gone. The lions were gone. Only Rima was here now, singing a song so beautiful that it brought tears to your eyes.

George Hadley looked in at the changed scene. “Go to bed,” he said to the children.

They opened their mouths.

“You heard me,” he said.

They went off to the air closet, where a wind sucked them like brown leaves up the flue to their slumber rooms.

George Hadley walked through the singing glade and picked up something that lay in the comer near where the lions had been. He walked slowly back to his wife.

“What is that?” she asked.

“An old wallet of mine,” he said.

He showed it to her. The smell of hot grass was on it and the smell of a lion. There were drops of saliva on it, it bad been chewed, and there were blood smears on both sides.

He closed the nursery door and locked it, tight.

 

In the middle of the night he was still awake and he knew his wife was awake. “Do you think Wendy changed it?” she said at last, in the dark room.

“Of course.”

“Made it from a veldt into a forest and put Rima there instead of lions?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. But it’s staying locked until I find out.”

“How did your wallet get there?”

“I don’t know anything,” he said, “except that I’m beginning to be sorry we bought that room for the children. If children are neurotic at all, a room like that -”

“It’s supposed to help them work off their neuroses in a healthful way.”

“I’m starting to wonder.” He stared at the ceiling.

“We’ve given the children everything they ever wanted. Is this our reward-secrecy, disobedience?”

“Who was it said, ‘Children are carpets, they should be stepped on occasionally’? We’ve never lifted a hand. They’re insufferable - let’s admit it. They come and go when they like; they treat us as if we were offspring. They’re spoiled and we’re spoiled.”

“They’ve been acting funny ever since you forbade them to take the rocket to New York a few months ago.”

“They’re not old enough to do that alone, I explained.”

“Nevertheless, I’ve noticed they’ve been decidedly cool toward us since.”

“I think I’ll have David McClean come tomorrow morning to have a look at Africa.”

“But it’s not Africa now, it’s Green Mansions country and Rima.”

“I have a feeling it’ll be Africa again before then.”

A moment later they heard the screams.

Two screams. Two people screaming from downstairs. And then a roar of lions.

“Wendy and Peter aren’t in their rooms,” said his wife.

He lay in his bed with his beating heart. “No,” he said. “They’ve broken into the nursery.”

“Those screams - they sound familiar.”

“Do they?”

“Yes, awfully.”

And although their beds tried very bard, the two adults couldn’t be rocked to sleep for another hour. A smell of cats was in the night air.

 

“Father?” said Peter.

“Yes.”

Peter looked at his shoes. He never looked at his father any more, nor at his mother. “You aren’t going to lock up the nursery for good, are you?”

“That all depends.”

“On what?” snapped Peter.

“On you and your sister. If you intersperse this Africa with a little variety - oh, Sweden perhaps, or Denmark or China -”

“I thought we were free to play as we wished.”

“You are, within reasonable bounds.”

“What’s wrong with Africa, Father?”

“Oh, so now you admit you have been conjuring up Africa, do you?”

“I wouldn’t want the nursery locked up,” said Peter coldly. “Ever.”

“Matter of fact, we’re thinking of turning the whole house off for about a month. Live sort of a carefree one-for-all existence.”

“That sounds dreadful! Would I have to tie my own shoes instead of letting the shoe tier do it? And brush my own teeth and comb my hair and give myself a bath?”

“It would be fun for a change, don’t you think?”

“No, it would be horrid. I didn’t like it when you took out the picture painter last month.”

“That’s because I wanted you to learn to paint all by yourself, son.”

“I don’t want to do anything but look and listen and smell; what else is there to do?”

“All right, go play in Africa.”

“Will you shut off the house sometime soon?”

“We’re considering it.”

“I don’t think you’d better consider it any more, Father.”

“I won’t have any threats from my son!”

“Very well.” And Peter strolled off to the nursery.

 

“Am I on time?” said David McClean.

“Breakfast?” asked George Hadley.

“Thanks, had some. What’s the trouble?”

“David, you’re a psychologist.”

“I should hope so.”

“Well, then, have a look at our nursery. You saw it a year ago when you dropped by; did you notice anything peculiar about it then?”

“Can’t say I did; the usual violences, a tendency toward a slight paranoia here or there, usual in children because they feel persecuted by parents constantly, but, oh, really nothing.”

They walked down the ball. “I locked the nursery up,” explained the father, “and the children broke back into it during the night. I let them stay so they could form the patterns for you to see.”

There was a terrible screaming from the nursery.

“There it is,” said George Hadley. “See what you make of it.”

They walked in on the children without rapping.

The screams had faded. The lions were feeding.

“Run outside a moment, children,” said George Hadley. “No, don’t change the mental combination. Leave the walls as they are. Get!”

With the children gone, the two men stood studying the lions clustered at a distance, eating with great relish whatever it was they had caught.

“I wish I knew what it was,” said George Hadley. “Sometimes I can almost see. Do you think if I brought high-powered binoculars here and -”

David McClean laughed dryly. “Hardly.” He turned to study all four walls. “How long has this been going on?”

“A little over a month.”

“It certainly doesn’t feel good.”

“I want facts, not feelings.”

“My dear George, a psychologist never saw a fact in his life. He only hears about feelings; vague things. This doesn’t feel good, I tell you. Trust my hunches and my instincts. I have a nose for something bad. This is very bad. My advice to you is to have the whole damn room torn down and your children brought to me every day during the next year for treatment.”

“Is it that bad?”

“I’m afraid so. One of the original uses of these nurseries was so that we could study the patterns left on the walls by the child’s mind, study at our leisure, and help the child. In this case, however, the room has become a channel toward-destructive thoughts, instead of a release away from them.”

“Didn’t you sense this before?”

“I sensed only that you bad spoiled your children more than most. And now you’re letting them down in some way. What way?”

“I wouldn’t let them go to New York.”

“What else?”

“I’ve taken a few machines from the house and threatened them, a month ago, with closing up the nursery unless they did their homework. I did close it for a few days to show I meant business.”

“Ah, ha!”

“Does that mean anything?”

“Everything. Where before they had a Santa Claus now they have a Scrooge. Children prefer Santas. You’ve let this room and this house replace you and your wife in your children’s affections. This room is their mother and father, far more important in their lives than their real parents. And now you come along and want to shut it off. No wonder there’s hatred here. You can feel it coming out of the sky. Feel that sun. George, you’ll have to change your life. Like too many others, you’ve built it around creature comforts. Why, you’d starve tomorrow if something went wrong in your kitchen. You wouldn’t know bow to tap an egg. Nevertheless, turn everything off. Start new. It’ll take time. But we’ll make good children out of bad in a year, wait and see.”

“But won’t the shock be too much for the children, shutting the room up abruptly, for good?”

“I don’t want them going any deeper into this, that’s all.”

The lions were finished with their red feast.

The lions were standing on the edge of the clearing watching the two men.

“Now I’m feeling persecuted,” said McClean. “Let’s get out of here. I never have cared for these damned rooms. Make me nervous.”

“The lions look real, don’t they?” said George Hadley. I don’t suppose there’s any way -”

“What?”

“- that they could become real?”

“Not that I know.”

“Some flaw in the machinery, a tampering or something?”

“No.”

They went to the door.

“I don’t imagine the room will like being turned off,” said the father.

“Nothing ever likes to die - even a room.”

“I wonder if it hates me for wanting to switch it off?”

“Paranoia is thick around here today,” said David McClean. “You can follow it like a spoor. Hello.” He bent and picked up a bloody scarf. “This yours?”

“No.” George Hadley’s face was rigid. “It belongs to Lydia.”

They went to the fuse box together and threw the switch that killed the nursery.

 

The two children were in hysterics. They screamed and pranced and threw things. They yelled and sobbed and swore and jumped at the furniture.

“You can’t do that to the nursery, you can’t!”

“Now, children.”

The children flung themselves onto a couch, weeping.

“George,” said Lydia Hadley, “turn on the nursery, just for a few moments. You can’t be so abrupt.”

“No.”

“You can’t be so cruel…”

“Lydia, it’s off, and it stays off. And the whole damn house dies as of here and now. The more I see of the mess we’ve put ourselves in, the more it sickens me. We’ve been contemplating our mechanical, electronic navels for too long. My God, how we need a breath of honest air!”

And he marched about the house turning off the voice clocks, the stoves, the heaters, the shoe shiners, the shoe lacers, the body scrubbers and swabbers and massagers, and every other machine be could put his hand to.

The house was full of dead bodies, it seemed. It felt like a mechanical cemetery. So silent. None of the humming hidden energy of machines waiting to function at the tap of a button.

“Don’t let them do it!” wailed Peter at the ceiling, as if he was talking to the house, the nursery. “Don’t let Father kill everything.” He turned to his father. “Oh, I hate you!”

“Insults won’t get you anywhere.”

“I wish you were dead!”

“We were, for a long while. Now we’re going to really start living. Instead of being handled and massaged, we’re going to live.”

Wendy was still crying and Peter joined her again. “Just a moment, just one moment, just another moment of nursery,” they wailed.

“Oh, George,” said the wife, “it can’t hurt.”

“All right - all right, if they’ll just shut up. One minute, mind you, and then off forever.”

“Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!” sang the children, smiling with wet faces.

“And then we’re going on a vacation. David McClean is coming back in half an hour to help us move out and get to the airport. I’m going to dress. You turn the nursery on for a minute, Lydia, just a minute, mind you.”

And the three of them went babbling off while he let himself be vacuumed upstairs through the air flue and set about dressing himself. A minute later Lydia appeared.

“I’ll be glad when we get away,” she sighed.

“Did you leave them in the nursery?”

“I wanted to dress too. Oh, that horrid Africa. What can they see in it?”

“Well, in five minutes we’ll be on our way to Iowa. Lord, how did we ever get in this house? What prompted us to buy a nightmare?”

“Pride, money, foolishness.”

“I think we’d better get downstairs before those kids get engrossed with those damned beasts again.”

Just then they heard the children calling, “Daddy, Mommy, come quick - quick!”

They went downstairs in the air flue and ran down the hall. The children were nowhere in sight. “Wendy? Peter!”

They ran into the nursery. The veldtland was empty save for the lions waiting, looking at them. “Peter, Wendy?”

The door slammed.

“Wendy, Peter!”

George Hadley and his wife whirled and ran back to the door.

“Open the door!” cried George Hadley, trying the knob. “Why, they’ve locked it from the outside! Peter!” He beat at the door. “Open up!”

He heard Peter’s voice outside, against the door.

“Don’t let them switch off the nursery and the house,” he was saying.

Mr. and Mrs. George Hadley beat at the door. “Now, don’t be ridiculous, children. It’s time to go. Mr. McClean’ll be here in a minute and…”

And then they heard the sounds.

The lions on three sides of them, in the yellow veldt grass, padding through the dry straw, rumbling and roaring in their throats.

The lions.

Mr. Hadley looked at his wife and they turned and looked back at the beasts edging slowly forward crouching, tails stiff.

Mr. and Mrs. Hadley screamed.

And suddenly they realized why those other screams bad sounded familiar.

 

“Well, here I am,” said David McClean in the nursery doorway, “Oh, hello.” He stared at the two children seated in the center of the open glade eating a little picnic lunch. Beyond them was the water hole and the yellow veldtland; above was the hot sun. He began to perspire. “Where are your father and mother?”

The children looked up and smiled. “Oh, they’ll be here directly.”

“Good, we must get going.” At a distance Mr. McClean saw the lions fighting and clawing and then quieting down to feed in silence under the shady trees.

He squinted at the lions with his hand tip to his eyes.

Now the lions were done feeding. They moved to the water hole to drink.

A shadow flickered over Mr. McClean’s hot face. Many shadows flickered. The vultures were dropping down the blazing sky.

“A cup of tea?” asked Wendy in the silence.



A Story of Love




1951
That was the week Ann Taylor came to teach summer school at Green Town Central. It was the summer of her twenty-fourth birthday, and it was the summer when Bob Spaulding was just fourteen.

Every one remembered Anna Taylor, for she was that teacher for whom all the children wanted to bring huge oranges or pink flowers, and for whom they rolled up the rustling green and yellow maps of the world without being asked. She was that woman who always seemed to be passing by on days when the shade was green under the tunnels of oaks and elms in the old town, her face shifting with the bright shadows as she walked, until it was all thing to all people. She was the fine peaches of summer in the snow of winter, and she was cool milk for cereals on a hot early-June morning. Whenever you needed on opposite, Ann Taylor was there. And those rare few days in the world when the climate was balanced as fine as maple leaf between winds that blew just right, those were days like Ann Taylor, and should have been so named on the calendar.

As for Bob Spaulding, he was the cousin who walked alone through town on any October evening with a pack of leaves after him like a horde of Halloween mice, or you would seem hem, like a slow white fish spring in the tart water of the Fox Hill Creek, baking brown with the shine of a chestnut to his face by autumn. Or you might hear his voice in those treetops where the wind entertained; dropping down hand by hand, there would come Bob Spaulding to sit alone and look the world, and later you might see him on the lawn with the ants crawling over his book as he read through the long afternoons alone, or played himself a game of chess on Grandmother’s porch, or picked out a solitary tune upon the black piano in the bay windows. You never saw him with any other child.

That first morning, Miss Ann Taylor entered through the side door of the schoolroom and all of the children sat still in their seat as they saw her write her name on the board in a nice round lettering.

“My name is Ann Taylor.” She said, quietly. “And I’m your new teacher.”

The room seemed suddenly flooded with illumination, as if the roof had moved back; and the trees were full of singing birds. Bob Spaulding sat with a spitball he had just made, hidden in his hand. After a half hour of listening to Miss Taylor, he quietly let the spitball drop to the floor.

That day, after class, he brought in a bucket of water and a rag and began to wash the board.

“What’s this?” She turned to him from her desk, where she had been correcting spelling papers.

“The boards are kind of dirty.” Said Bob, at work.

“Yes. I know. Are you sure you want to clean them?”

“I suppose I should have asked permission.” He said, halting uneasily.

“I think we can pretend you did.” She replied, smiling, and at this smile he finished the boards in an amazing burst of speed and pounded the erasers so furiously that the air was full of snow, it seemed, outside the open window.

“Let’s see.” Said Miss Taylor. “You are Bob Spaulding, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m.”

“Well, thank you, Bob.”

“Could I do them every day?” He asked.

“Don’t you think you should let the other try?”

“I’d like to do them.” He said. “Every day.”

“We’ll try it for a while and see.” She said.

He lingered.

“I think you’d better run home.” She said, finally.

“Good night.” He walked slowly and was gone.

 

The next morning he happened by the place where she took board and room just as she was coming out to walk to school.

“Well, here I am.” He said.

“And do you know.” She said. “I’m not surprised.”

They walked together.

“May I carry your books?” He asked.

“Why, thank you, Bob.”

“It’s nothing.” He said, taking them.

They walked for a few minutes and he did no say a word. She glanced over and slightly down at him and saw how at ease he was and how happy he seemed, and she decided to let him break the silence, but he never did. When they reached the edge of the school ground he gave the books back to her. “I guess I better leave you here.” He said. “The other kids wouldn’t understand.”

“I’m not sure I do, either, Bob.” Said Miss Taylor.

“Why we’re friends.” Said Bob earnestly and with a great natural honesty.

“Bob —” She started to say.

“I’ll be in class.” He said.

And he was in class, and he was there after school every night for the next two weeks, never saying a word, quietly washing the boards and cleaning the eraser and rolling up the maps while she worked at her papers, and there was the clock silence of four o’clock, the silence of sun going down in the slow sky, the silence with the catlike sound of erasers patted together, and the drip of water from a moving sponge, and rustle and turn of papers and scratch of a pen, and perhaps the buzz of a fly banging with a tiny high anger the tallest clean pane windows in the room. Sometimes the silence would go on this way until almost five, when Miss Taylor would find Bob Spaulding in the last seat of the room, sitting and looking at her silently, waiting for further orders.

“Well, it’s time to go home.” Miss Taylor would say, getting up.

“Yes’m.”

And he would run to fetch and coat. He would also lock the schoolroom door for her unless the janitor was coming in later. Then they would lock out of the school and across the yard , which was empty, the janitor taking down the chain swing slowly on his stepladder, the sun behind the umbrella trees. They talked of all sorts of things.

“And what are you going to be, Bob, when you grow up?”

“A writer.” He said.

“Oh, that is a big ambition: it takes a lot of work.”

“I know, but I’m going to try.” He said. “I’ve read a lot.”

“Bob, haven’t you anything to do after school?”

“How do you mean?”

I mean, I hate to see you kept in so much, washing the boards.”

“I like it.” He said. “I never do what I don’t like.”

“But nevertheless.”

“No, I’ve got to that.” He said. He thought for a while and said “Do me a favour, Miss Taylor?”

“It all depends.”

“I walk every Saturday from out around Buetrick Street along the creek to Lake Michigan. There’s a lot of butterflies and crayfish and birds. Maybe you’d like to walk, too.”

“Thank you.” She said.

“Then you’ll come?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Don’t you think it’d be fun?”

“Yes, I’m sure of that, but I’m going to be busy.”

He started to ask what, but stopped.

“I take along sandwiches.” He said. ” Ham-and-pickle ones. And orange pop and just walk along, taking my time. I get down to the lake about non and go back and get home about three o’clock. It makes a real fine day, and I wish you come. Do you collect butterflies? I have a big collection. We could start one for you.”

“Thanks, Bob, but no, perhaps some other time.”

He looked at her and said. “I shouldn’t have asked you, should I?”

“You have every right to ask anything you want to.” She said.

A few days later found an old copy of ‘Great Expectation’, which she no longer wanted, and gave it to Bob. He was very grateful and took it home and stayed up that night and read it through and talked about it the next morning. Each day now he met her just beyond sight of boarding house and many days she would start to say “Bob —” and tell hem not to come to meet her any more, but she never finished saying it, and be talked her about Dickens and Kipling and Poe and others, coming and going to school. She found a butterfly on her desk on Friday morning. She almost waved it away before she found it was dead and had been placed there while she was out of the room. She glanced at Bob over the heads of her other students, but he was looking his book; not reading, just looking at it.

It was about this time that she found impossible to call on Bob to recite in class. She would hover her pencil about his name and then call the next person up or down the list. Nor would she look at him while they were walking to or from school. But on several late afternoons as he moved his arm on the blackboard, sponging away the arithmetic symbols, she found herself glancing over at him for a few second at a time before she returned to her papers.

And then on Saturday morning he was standing in the middle of the creek with his overalls rolled up to his knees, kneeling down the catch a crayfish under a rock, when he looked up and there on the edge of the return stream was Miss Ann Taylor.

“Well, here I am.” She said, laughing.

“And do you know,” he said “I’m not surprised.”

“Show me the crayfish and the butterflies.” She said.

They walked down to the lake and sat on the sand with a warm wind blowing softly about them, fluttering her hair and the ruffle of her blouse, and he sat a few yards back from her and they ate the ham-and-pickle sandwiches and drank the orange pop solemnly.

“Gee, this is swell.” He said. “This is the swellest time ever in my life.”

“I didn’t think I would ever come on a picnic like this.” She said.

“With some kid.” He said.

“I’m comfortable, however.” She said.

“That’s good news.”

They said little else during the afternoon.

“This is all wrong,” he said later “and I can’t figure out why it should be. Just walking along and catching old butterflies and crayfish and eating sandwiches. But Mom and Dad’d rib the heck out of me if they knew, and the kids would, too. And the other teachers, I suppose, would laugh at you, wouldn’t they?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I guess we better not do any more butterfly catching, then.”

“I don’t exactly understand how I came here at all.” she said.

And the day was over.

That was about all there was to the meeting of Ann Taylor and Bob Spaulding, two or three monarch butterflies, a copy of Dickens, a dozen crayfish, four sandwiches and two bottles of Orange Crush. The next Monday, quite unexpectedly, though he waited a long time, Bob did not see Miss Taylor come out to walk to school, but discovered later that she had left earlier and was already at school. Also, Monday night, she left early, with a headache, and another teacher finished her last class. He walked by her boarding house but did not see her anywhere, and he was afraid to ring bell and inquire.

On Tuesday night after school they were both in the silent room again, he sponging the board contently, as if this might go on forever, and she seated, working on her papers as if she, too, would be in this room and this particular peace and happiness forever, when suddenly the courthouse clock struck. It was a block away and this great bronze boom shuddered one’s body and made the ash of time shake away off your bones and slide through your blood, making you seem older by the minute. Stunned by that clock, you could not but sense the crashing flow of time, and as the clock said five o’clock Miss Taylor suddenly looked up at it for a long time, and then she put down her pen.

“Bob.” She said.

He turned, startled. Neither of them had spoken in the peaceful and good hour before.

“Will you come here?” She asked.

He put down the sponge slowly.

“Yes.” He said.

“Bob, I want you sit down.”

“Yes’m.”

She looked at him intently for a moment until he looked away. “Bob, I wonder if you know what I’m going to talk to you about. Do you know?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe it’d be a good idea if you told me, first.”

“About us.” He said, at last.

“How old are you, Bob?”

“Going on fourteen.”

“You’re thirteen years old.”

He winced. “Yes’m.”

“And do you know how old I am?”

“Yes’m. I heard. Twenty-four.”

“Twenty-four.”

“I’ll be twenty-four in ten years, almost.” He said.

“But unfortunately you’re not twenty-four now.”

“No, but sometimes I feel twenty-four.”

“Yes, and sometimes you almost act it.”

“Do I really.”

“Now sit still there, don’t bound around, we’ve a lot to discuss. It’s very important that we understand exactly what is happening, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“First, let’s admit that we are the greatest and the best friends of the world. Let’s admit I have never had a student like you, nor I had as much affection for any boy I’ve ever know.” He flushed at this. She went on. “And let me speak for you — you’ve found me to be the nicest teacher of all teachers you’ve ever know.”

“Oh, more than that.” He said.

“Perhaps more than that, but there are facts to be faced and an entire way of life to be considered. I’ve thought this over for a good many days, Bob. Don’t think I missed anything, or been unaware of my own feelings in the matter. Under any normal circumstances our friendship would be odd indeed. But then you are no ordinary boy. I know my self pretty well, I think, and I know I’m not sick, either mentally or physically, and that whatever has evolved here has been true regard for your character and goodness, Bob; but those are not the things we consider in this world, Bob, unless they occur in a man of certain age. I don’t know if I’m saying this right.”

“It’s all right.” He said. “It’s just if I was ten years older and about fifteen inches taller it’d make all the difference, and that’s silly,” he said “to go by tall a person is.”

“The world hasn’t found it so.”

“I’m not all the world.” He protested.

“I know it seem foolish.” She said. “When you feel very grown up and right and have nothing to be ashamed of. You have nothing at all to be ashamed off, Bob, remember that. You have been very honest and good, and I hope I have been, too.”

“You have.” He said.

“In an ideal climate, Bob, maybe someday they will be able to judge the oldness of a person’s mind so accurately that you can say ‘This is a man, though is body is only thirteen; by miracle of circumstances and fortune, this is a man, with a man’s recognition of responsibility and position and duty’; but until that day, Bob, I’m afraid we are going to have to go by ages and heights and ordinary way in an ordinary world.”

“I don’t like that.” He said.

“Perhaps I don’t like it, either, but do you want to end up far unhappier than you are now? Do you want both of us to be unhappy? Which we certainly would be. There really is no way to do anything about us — it is so strange even to try to talk about us.”

“Yes’m.”

“But at least we know all about us and the fact of that we have been right and fair and good and there is nothing wrong with our knowing each other, nor did we ever intended that it should be, for both understand how impossible it is, don’t we?”

“Yes, I know. But I can’t help it.”

“Now we must decide what to do about it.” She said. “Now only you and I know about this. Later, other might know. I can secure a transfer from this school to another one —”

“No!”

“Or I can have you transferred to another school.”

“You don’t have to do that.” He said.

“Why?”

“We’re moving. My folks and I, we’re going to live in Madison. We’re leaving next week.”

“It has nothing to do with all this, has it?”

“No, no, everything’s all right. It’s just that my father has a new job there. It’s only fifty miles away. I can see you, can’t I, when I come to town?”

“Do you think that would be a good idea?”

“No, I guess not.”

They sat awhile in the silent schoolroom.

“When did all of this happen?” he said, helplessly.

“I don’t know.” She said. “Nobody ever knows. They haven’t known for thousands of years. And I don’t think they ever will. People either like each other or don’t, and sometimes two people like each other who shouldn’t. I can’t explain myself, and certainly you can’t explain you.”

“I guess I’d better get home.” He said.

“You’re not mad at me, are you?”

“Oh, gosh no, I could never be mad at you.”

“There’s one more thing. I want you to remember, there are compensations in life. There always are, or we wouldn’t go on living. You don’t feel well, now; neither do I. But something will happen to fix that. Do you believe that?”

“I’d like to.”

“Well, it’s true.”

“If only.” He said.

“What?”

“If only you’d wait for me.” He blurted.

“Ten years?”

“I’d be twenty-four then.”

“But I’d be thirty-four and another person entirely, perhaps. No, I don’t think it can be done.”

“Wouldn’t you like it to be done?” He cried.

“Yes.” She said quietly. “It’s silly and it wouldn’t work, but I would like it very much.”

He sat there a long time.

“I’ll never forget you.” He said.

“It’s nice for you to say that, even though it can be true, because life isn’t that way. You’ll forget.”

“I’ll never forget. I’ll find a way of never forgetting you.” He said.

She got up and went to erase the boards.

“I’ll help you.” He said.

“No, no.” She said. “You go on now, get home, and no more tending to the boards after school. I’ll assign Helen Stevens to do it.”

He left school. Looking back, outside, he saw Miss Ann Taylor, for the last time, at the board, slowly washing out chalked words, her hand moving up and down.

 

He moved away from the town the next week and gone for sixteen years. Though he was only fifty miles away, he never got down to Green Town again until he was almost thirty and married, and then one spring they were driving through on their way to Chicago and stopped off for a day.

Bob left his wife at the hotel and walked around town and finally asked about Miss Ann Taylor, but no-one remembered at first, and then one of them remembered.

“Oh, yes, the pretty teacher. She died in 1936, not longer after you left.”

Had she ever married? No, come to think of it, she never had.

He walked out to the cemetery in the afternoon and found her stone, which said “Ann Taylor, born 1910, died 1936.” And he thought, twenty-six years old. Why I’m three years older than you are now, Miss Taylor.

Later in the day the people in the town saw Bob Spaulding’s wife strolling to meet him under the elm trees and the oak trees, and they all turned to watch her pass, for her face shifted with bright shadows as she walked; she was the fine peaches of summer in the snow of winter, and she was cool milk for cereals on a hot early-summer morning. And this was one of those rare few days in time when the climate was balanced like a maple leaf between wind that blow just right, one of those days that should have been named, everyone agreed, after Robert Spaulding’s wife.



Here There Be Tygers




1951
“You have to beat a planet at its own game,” said Chatterton. “Get in, rip it up, poison its animals, dam its rivers, sow its fields, depollinate its air, mine it, nail it down, hack away at it, and get the hell out from under when you have what you want. Otherwise, a planet will fix you good. You can’t trust planets. They’re bound to be different, bound to be bad, bound to be out to get you, especially this far off, a billion miles from nowhere, so you get them first. Tear their skin off, I say. Drag out the minerals and run away before the damn world explodes in your face. That’s the way to treat them.”

The rocket ship sank down towards planet 7 of star system 84. They had travelled millions upon millions of miles. Earth was far away, her system and her sun forgotten, her system settled and investigated and profited on, and other systems rummaged through and milked and tidied up, and now the rockets of these tiny men from an impossibly remote planet were probing out to far universes. In a few months, a few years, they could travel anywhere, for the speed of their rocket was the speed of a god, and now for the ten thousandth time one of the rockets of the far-circling hunt was feathering down towards an alien world.

“No,” said Captain Forester. “I have too much respect for other worlds to treat them the way you want to, Chatterton. It’s not my business to rape or ruin, anyway, thank God. I’m glad I’m just a rocket man. You’re the anthropologist-mineralogist. Go ahead, do your mining and ripping and scraping. I’ll just watch. I’ll just go around looking at this new world, whatever it is, however it seems. I like to look. All rocket men are lookers or they wouldn’t be rocket men. You like to smell new airs, if you’re a rocket man, and see new colours and new people if there are new people to see, and new oceans and islands.”

“Take your gun along,” said Chatterton. “In my holster,” said Forester. They turned to the port together and saw the green world rising to meet their ship. “I wonder what it thinks of us?” said Forester.

“It won’t like me,” said Chatterton. “By God, I’ll see to it it won’t like me. And I don’t care, you know. I don’t give a damn. I’m out for the money. Land us over there, will you, Captain; that looks like iron country if I ever saw it.” It was the freshest green colour they had seen since childhood.

Lakes lay like clear blue water droplets through the soft hills; there were no loud highways, signboards, or cities. It’s a sea of green golf-links, thought Forester, which goes on for ever. Putting greens, driving greens, you could walk ten thousand miles in any direction and never finish your game. A Sunday planet, a croquet-lawn world, where you could lie on your back, clover in your lips, eyes half-shut, smiling at the sky, smelling the grass, drowse through an eternal Sabbath, rousing only on occasion to turn the

Sunday paper or crack the red-striped wooden ball through the hoop.

“If ever a planet was a woman, this one is.”

“Woman on the outside, man on the inside,” said Chatterton. “All hard underneath, all male iron, copper, uranium, black sod. Don’t let the cosmetics fool you.”

He walked to the bin where the Earth Drill waited. Its great screw-snout glittered bluely, ready to stab seventy feet deep and suck out corks of earth, deeper still with extensions into the heart of the planet. Chatterton winked at it. “We’ll fix your woman, Forester, but good.”

“Yes, I know you will,” said Forester, quietly.

The rocket landed.

“It’s too green, too peaceful,” said Chatterton; “I don’t like it.”

He turned to the captain. “We’ll go out with our rifles.”

“I give orders, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes, and my company pays our way with millions of dollars of machinery we must protect; quite an investment.”

The air on the new planet 7 in star system 84 was good. The port swung wide. The men filed out into the greenhouse world.

The last man to emerge was Chatterton, gun in hand.

As Chatterton set foot to the green lawn, the earth trembled. The grass shook. The distant forest rumbled. The sky seemed to blink and darken imperceptibly. The men were watching Chatterton when it happened.

“An earthquake, by God!”

Chatterton’s face paled. Everyone laughed.

“It doesn’t like you, Chatterton!”

“Nonsense!”

The trembling died away at last.

“Well,” said Captain Forester, “it didn’t quake for us, so it must be that it doesn’t approve of your philosophy.”

“Coincidence,” Chatterton smiled. “Come on now on the double. I want the Drill out here in a half-hour for a few samplings.”

“Just a moment.” Forester stopped laughing. “We’ve got to clear the area first, be certain there’re no hostile people or animals. Besides, it isn’t every year you hit a planet like this, very nice; can you blame us if we want to have a look at it?”

“All right.” Chatterton joined them. “Let’s get it over with.

They left a guard at the ship and they walked away over fields and meadows, over small hills and into little valleys. Like a bunch of boys out hiking on the finest day of the best summer in the most beautiful year in history, walking in the croquet weather where if you listened you could hear the whisper of the wooden ball across grass, the click through the hoop, the gentle undulations of voices, a sudden high drift of women’s laughter from some ivy-shaded porch, the tinkle of ice in the summer tea-pitcher.

“Hey,” said Driscoll, one of the younger crewmen, sniffing the air. “I brought a baseball and bat; we’ll have a game later. What a diamond!”

The men laughed quietly in the baseball season, in the good quiet wind for tennis, in the weather for bicycling and picking wild grapes.

“How’d you like the job of mowing all this?” asked Driscoll.

The men stopped.

“I knew there was something wrong!” cried Chatterton. “This grass; it’s freshly cut!”

“Probably a species of dichondra, always short.”

Chatterton spat on the green grass and rubbed it in with his boot. “I don’t like it, I don’t like it. If anything happened to us, no one on Earth would ever know. Silly policy: if a rocket fails to return, we never send a second rocket to check the reason why.”

“Natural enough,” explained Forester. “We can’t waste time on a thousand hostile worlds, fighting futile wars. Each rocket represents years, money, lives. We can’t afford to waste two rockets if one rocket proves a planet hostile. We go on to peaceful planets. Like this one.”

“I often wonder,” said Driscolt, “what happened to all those lost expeditions on worlds we’ll never try again.”

Chatterton eyed the distant forest. “They were shot, stabbed, broiled for dinner. Even as we may be, any minute. It’s time we got back to work, Captain!”

They stood at the top of a little rise.

“Feel,” said Driscoll, his hands and arms out loosely. “Remember how you used to run when you were a kid, and how the wind felt? Like feathers on your arms. You ran and thought any minute you’d fly, but you never quite did.”

The men stood remembering. There was a smell of pollen and new rain drying upon a million grass blades.

Driscoll gave a little run. “Feel it, by God, the wind! You know, we never have really flown by ourselves. We have to sit inside tons of metal, away from flying, really. We’ve never flown like birds fly, to themselves. Wouldn’t it be nice to put your arms out like this -” He extended his arms. “And run.” He ran ahead of them, laughing at his idiocy. “And fly!” he cried. He flew.

Time passed on the silent gold wrist-watches of the men standing below. They stared up. And from the sky came a high sound of almost unbelievable laughter.

“Tell him to come down,” whispered Chatterton. “He’ll be killed.”

Nobody heard. Their faces were raised away from Chatterton; they were stunned and smiling.

At last Driscoll landed at their feet. “Did you see me? My God, I flew!” They had seen.

“Let me sit down, oh Lord, Lord.” Driscoll slapped his knees, chuckling. “I’m a sparrow, I’m a hawk, God bless me. Go on, all of you, try it!”

“It’s the wind. It picked me up and flew me!” he said, a moment later, gasping, shivering with delight.

“Let’s get out of here.” Chatterton started turning slowly in circles, watching the blue sky. “It’s a trap, it wants us all to fly in the air. Then it’ll drop us all at once and kill us. I’m going back to the ship.”

“You’ll wait for my order on that,” said Forester. The men were frowning, standing in the warm-cool air, while the wind sighed about them. There was a kite sound in the air, a sound of eternal March.

“I asked the wind to fly me,” said Driscoll. “And it did!”

Forester waved the others aside. “I’ll chance it next. If I’m killed, back to the ship, all of you.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t allow this; you’re the captain,” said Chatterton. “We can’t risk you.” He took out his gun. “I should have some sort of authority or force here. This game’s gone on too long; I’m ordering us back to the ship!”

“Holster your gun,” said Forester quietly.

“Stand still, you idiot!” Chatterton blinked now at this man, now at that. “Haven’t you felt it? This world’s alive, it has a look to it, it’s playing with us, biding its time.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Forester. “You’re going back to the ship, in a moment, under arrest, if you don’t put up that gun.”

“If you fools won’t come with me, you can die out here. I’m going back, get my samples, and get out.”

“Chatterton!”

“Don’t try to stop me!”

Chatterton started to run. Then, suddenly, he gave a cry.

Everyone shouted and looked up.

“There he goes,” said Driscoll.

Chatterton was up in the sky.

Night had come on like the closing of a great but gentle eye. Chatterton sat stunned on the side of the hill. The other men sat around him, exhausted and laughing. He would not look at them, he would not look at the sky, he would only feel of the earth, and his arms and his legs and his body, tightening in on himself.

“God, wasn’t it perfect!” said a man named Koestler.

They had all flown, like orioles and eagles and sparrows, and they were all happy.

“Come out of it, Chatterton, it was fun, wasn’t it?” said Koestler.

“It’s impossible.” Chatterton shut his eyes, tight, tight. “It can’t do it. There’s only one way for it to do it; it’s alive. The air’s alive. Like a fist, it picked me up. Any minute now, it can kill us all. It’s alive!”

“All right,” said Koestler, “say it’s alive. And a living thing must have purposes. Suppose the purpose of this world is to make us happy.”

As if to add to this, Driscoll came flying up, canteens in each hand. “I found a creek, tested and pure water, wait’ll you try it!”

Forester took a canteen, nudged Chatterton with it, offering a drink. Chatterton shook his head and drew hastily away. He put his hands over his face. “It’s the blood of this planet. Living blood. Drink that, put that inside and you put this world inside you to peer out your eyes and listen through your ears. No thanks!”

Forester shrugged and drank.

“Wine! “he said.

“It can’t be!”

“It is. Smell it, taste it! A rare white wine!”

“French domestic.” Driscoll sipped his.

“Poison,” said Chatterton.

They passed the canteens round.

They idled on through the gentle afternoon, not wanting to do anything to disturb the peace that lay all about them. They were like very young men in the presence of great beauty, of a fine and famous woman, afraid that by some word, some gesture, they might turn her face away, avert her loveliness and her kindly attentions. They had felt the earthquake that had greeted Chatterton, thought Forester, and they did not want earthquake. Let them enjoy this Day After School Lets Out, this fishing weather. Let them sit under the shade trees or walk on the tender hills, but let them drill no drillings, test no testings, contaminate no contaminations.

They found a small stream which poured into a boiling water pool. Fish, swimming in the cold creek above, fell glittering into the hot spring and floated, minutes later, cooked, to the surface.

Chatterton reluctantly joined the others, eating.

“It’ll poison us all. There’s always a trick to things like this. I’m sleeping in the rocket tonight. You can sleep out if you want. To quote a map I saw in medieval history: ‘Here there be tigers.’ Some time tonight when you’re sleeping, the tigers and cannibals will show up.”

Forester shook his head. “I’ll go along with you, this planet is alive. It’s a race unto itself. But it needs us to show off to, to appreciate its beauty. What’s the use of a stage full of miracles if there’s no audience?”

But Chatterton was busy. He was bent over, being sick.

“I’m poisoned! Poisoned!”

They held his shoulders until the sickness passed. They gave him water. The others were feeling fine.

“Better eat nothing but ship’s food from now on,” advised Forester. “It’d be safer.”

“We’re starting work right now.” Chatterton swayed, wiping his mouth. “We’ve wasted a whole day. I’ll work alone if I have to. I’ll show this damned thing.” He staggered away towards the rocket. “He doesn’t know when he’s well off,” murmured Driscoll. “Can’t we stop him, Captain?”

“He practically owns the expedition. We don’t have to help him; there’s a clause in our contract that guarantees refusal to work under dangerous conditions. So… do unto this Picnic Ground as you would have it do unto you. No initial-cutting on the trees. Replace the turf on the greens. Clean up your banana-peels after you.”

Now, below, in the ship there was an immense humming. From the storage port rolled the great shining Drill. Chatterton followed it, called directions to its robot radio. “This way, here!” “The fool.”

“Now!” cried Chatterton.

The Drill plunged its long screw-bore into the green grass. Chatterton waved up at the other men. “I’ll show it!”

The sky trembled.

The Drill stood in the centre of a little sea of grass. For a moment it plunged away, bringing up moist corks of sod which it spat unceremoniously into a shaking analysis bin.

Now the Drill gave a wrenched, metallic squeal like a monster interrupted at its feed. From the soil beneath it, slow, bluish liquids bubbled up.

Chatterton shouted, “Get back, you fool!”

The Drill lumbered in a prehistoric dance. It shrieked like a mighty train turning on a sharp curve, throwing out red sparks. It was sinking. The black slime gave under it in a dark pool.

With a coughing sigh, a series of pants and churnings, the Drill sank into a black scum like an elephant shot and dying, trumpeting, like a mammoth at the end of an Age, vanishing limb by ponderous limb into the pit.

“My God,” said Forester under his breath, fascinated with the scene. “You know what that is, Driscoll? It’s tar. The damn fool machine hit a tar-pit!’”

“Listen, listen!” cried Chatterton at the Drill, running about on the edge of the oily lake.‘This way, over here!”

But like the old tyrants of the earth, the dinosaurs with their tubed and screaming necks, the Drill was plunging and thrashing in the one lake from where there was no returning to bask on the firm and understandable shore.

Chatterton turned to the other men far away. “Do something, someone!”

The Drill was gone.

The tar-pit bubbled and gloated, sucking the hidden monster bones. The surface of the pool was silent. A huge bubble, the last, rose, expelled a scent of ancient petroleum, and fell apart.

The men came down and stood on the edge of the little black sea.

Chatterton stopped yelling.

After a long minute of staring into the silent tar-pool, Chatterton turned and looked at the hills, blindly, at the green rolling lawns. The distant trees were growing fruit now and dropping it, softly, to the ground.

“I’ll show it,” he said quietly.

“Take it easy, Chatterton.”

“I’ll fix it,” he said.

“Sit down, have a drink.”

“I’ll fix it good, I’ll show it it can’t do this to me.”

Chatterton started off back to the ship.

“Wait a minute, now,” said Forester.

Chatterton ran. “I know what to do, I know how to fix it!”

“Stop him!” said Forester. He ran, then remembered he could fly. “The A-Bomb’s on the ship, if he should get to that….”

The other men had thought of that and were in the air. A small grove of trees stood between the rocket and Chatterton as he ran on the ground, forgetting that he could fly, or afraid to fly, or hot allowed to fly, yelling. The crew headed for the rocket to wait for him, the Captain with them. They arrived, formed a line, and shut the rocket port. The last they saw of Chatterton he was plunging through the edge of the tiny forest.

The crew stood waiting.

“That fool, that crazy guy.”

Chatterton did not come out on the other side of the small woodland.

“He’s turned back, waiting for us to relax our guard.’

“Go bring him in,” said Forester.

Two men flew off.

Now, softly, a great and gentle rain felt upon the green world.

“The final touch,” said Driscoll. “We’d never have to build houses here. Notice it’s not raining on us. It’s raining all around, ahead, behind us. What a world!”

They stood dry in the middle of the blue, cool rain. The sun was setting. The moon, a large one the colour of ice, rose over the freshened hills.

“There’s only one more thing this world needs.”

“Yes,” said everyone, thoughtfully, slowly.

“We’ll have to go looking,” said Driscoll “It’s logical. The wind flies us, the trees and streams feed us, everything is alive. Perhaps if we asked for companionship…”

“I’ve thought a long time, today and other days,” said Koestler. “We’re all bachelors, been travelling for years, and tired of it. Wouldn’t it be nice to settle down somewhere. Here, maybe. On Earth you work like hell just to save enough to buy a house, pay taxes; the cities stink. Here, you won’t even need a house, with this weather. If it gets monotonous you can ask for rain, clouds, snow, changes. You don’t have to work here for anything.”

“It’d be boring. We’d go crazy.”

“No,” Koestler said, smiling. “If life got too soft, all we’d have to do is repeat a few times what Chatterton said: ‘Here there be tigers.’ Listen!”

Far away, wasn’t there the faintest roar of a giant cat, hidden in the twilight forest?

The men shivered.

“A versatile world,” said Koestler dryly. “A woman who’ll do anything to please her guests, as long as we’re kind to her. Chatterton wasn’t kind.”

“Chatterton. What about him?”

As if to answer this, someone cried from a distance. The two men who had flown off to find Chatterton were waving at the edge of the woods.

Forester, Driscoll, and Koestler flew down alone.

“What’s up?”

The men pointed into the forest. “Thought you’d want to see this, Captain. It’s damned eerie.” One of the men indicated a pathway. “Look here, sir.”

The marks of great claws stood on the path, fresh and clear.

“And over here.” A few drops of blood.

A heavy smell of some feline animal hung in the air. “Chatterton?”

“I don’t think we’ll ever find him, Captain.” Faintly, faintly, moving away, now gone in the breathing silence of twilight, came the roar of a tiger.

The men lay on the resilient grass by the rocket and the night was warm. “Reminds me of nights when I was a kid,” said Driscoll. “My brother and I waited for the hottest night in July and then we slept on the Court House lawn, counting the stars, talking; it was a great night, the best night of the year, and now, when I think back on it, the

best night of my life.” Then he added, “Not counting tonight, of course.”

“I keep thinking about Chatterton,” said Koestler.

“Don’t,” said Forester. “We’ll sleep a few hours and take off. We can’t chance staying here another day. I don’t mean the danger that got Chatterton. No. I mean, if we stayed on we’d get to liking this world too much. We’d never want to leave.”

A soft wind blew over them.

“I don’t want to leave now.” Driscoll put his hands behind his head, lying quietly. “And it doesn’t want us to leave.”

“If we go back to Earth and tell everyone what a lovely planet it is, what then, Captain? They’ll come smashing in here and ruin it.”

“No,” said Forester, idly. “First, this planet wouldn’t put up with a full-scale invasion. I don’t know what it’d do, but it could probably think of some interesting things. Secondly, I like this planet too much; I respect it. We’ll go back to Earth and lie about it. Say it’s hostile. Which it would be to the average man, like Chatterton, jumping in here to hurt it. I guess we won’t be lying after all.”

“Funny thing,” said Koestler. “I’m not afraid. Chatterton vanishes, is killed most horribly, perhaps, yet we lie here, no one runs, no one trembles. It’s idiotic. Yet it’s right. We trust it, and it trusts us.’

“Did you notice, after you drank just so much of the wine-water, you didn’t want more? A world of moderation.”

They lay listening to something like the great heart of this earth beating slowly and warmly under their bodies. Forester thought, ‘I’m thirsty.’ A drop of rain splashed on his lips. He laughed quietly. ‘I’m lonely,’ he thought. Distantly, he heard soft high voices. He turned his eyes in upon a vision. There was a group of hills from which flowed a clear river, and in the shallows of that river, sending up spray, their faces shimmering, were the beautiful women. They played like children on the shore. And it came to Forester to know about them and their life. They were nomads, roaming the face of this world as was their desire. There were no highways or cities, there were only hills and plains and winds to carry them like white feathers where they wished. As Forester shaped the question, some invisible answerer whispered the answers. There were no men. These women, alone, produced their race. The men had vanished fifty thousand years ago. And where were these women now? A mile down from the green forest, a mile over on the wine-stream by the six white stones, and a third mile to the large river. There, in the shallows, were the women who would make fine wives, and raise beautiful children.

Forester opened his eyes. The other men were sitting up.

“I had a dream.”

They had all dreamed.

“A mile down from the green forest…”

“… a mile over on the wine-stream…”

“… by the six white stones…” said Koestler.

“… and a third mile to the large river,” said Driscoll, sitting there.

Nobody spoke again for a moment. They looked at the silver rocket standing there in the starlight.

“Do we walk or fly, Captain?”

Forester said nothing.

Driscoll said, “Captain, let’s stay. Let’s never go back to Earth. They’ll never come and investigate to see what happened to us, they’ll think we were destroyed here. What do you say?”

Forester’s face was perspiring. His tongue moved again and again on his lips. His hands twitched over his knees. The crew sat waiting.

“It’d be nice,” said the captain.

“Sure.”

“But …” Forester sighed. “We’ve got our job to do. People invested in our ship. We owe it to them to go back.”

Forester got up. The men still sat on the ground, not listening to him.

“It’s such a goddamn nice night,” said Koestler.

They stared at the soft hills and the trees and the river running off to other horizons.

“Let’s get aboard ship,” said Forester, with difficulty.

“Captain…”

“Get aboard,” he said.

The rocket rose into the sky. Looking back, Forester saw every valley and every tiny lake.

“We should’ve stayed,” said Koestler. “Yes, I know.”

“It’s not too late to turn back.” “I’m afraid it is.” Forester made an adjustment on the port telescope. “Look now.” Koestler looked.

The face of the world was changed. Tigers, dinosaurs, mammoths appeared. Volcanoes erupted, cyclones and hurricanes tore over the hills in a welter and fury of weather.

“Yes, she was a woman all right,” said Forester. “Waiting for visitors for millions of years, preparing herself, making herself beautiful. She put on her best face for us. When Chatterton treated her badly, she warned him a few times, and then, when he tried to ruin her beauty, she eliminated him. She wanted to be loved, like every woman, for herself, not for her wealth. So now, after she had offered us everything, we turn our backs. She’s the woman scorned. She let us go, yes, but we can never come back. She’ll be waiting for us with those…” He nodded to the tigers and the cyclones and the boiling seas. “Captain,” said Koestler. “Yes.”

“It’s a little late to tell you this. But just before we took off, I was in charge of the air-lock. I let Driscoll slip away from the ship. He wanted to go. I couldn’t refuse him. I’m responsible. He’s back there now on that planet.”

They both turned to the viewing port.

After a long while, Forester said, “I’m glad. I’m glad one of us had enough sense to stay.”

“But he’s dead by now!”

“No, that display down there is for us, perhaps a visual hallucination. Underneath all the tigers and lions and hurricanes, Driscoll is quite safe and alive, because he’s her only audience now. Oh, she’ll spoil him rotten. He’ll lead a wonderful life, he will, while we’re slugging it out up and down the system looking for but never finding a planet quite like this again. No, we won’t try to go back and rescue Driscoll. I don’t think ‘she’ would let us anyway. Full speed ahead, Koestler, make it full speed.”

The rocket leaped forward into greater acceleration.

And just before the planet dwindled away in brightness and mist, Forester imagined he could see Driscoll very clearly, walking away down from the green forest, whistling quietly, all of the fresh planet around him, a wine-creek flowing for him, baked fish lolling in the hot springs, fruit ripening in the midnight trees, and distant forests and lakes waiting for him to happen by. Driscoll walked away across the endless green lawns, near the six white stones, beyond the forest to the edge of the large bright river.



The Pedestrian




1951
To enter out into that silence that was the city at eight o’clock of a misty evening in November, to put your feet upon that buckling concrete walk, to step over grassy seams and make your way, hands in pockets, through the silences, that was what Mr.Leonard Mead most dearly loved to do. He would stand upon the comer of an intersection and peer down long moonlit avenues of sidewalk in four directions, deciding which way to go, but it really made no difference; he was alone in this world of 2053 A.D., or as good as alone, and with a final decision made, a path selected, he would stride off, sending patterns of frosty air before him like the smoke of a cigar.

Sometimes he would walk for hours and miles and return only at midnight to his house. And on his way he would see the cottages and homes with their dark windows, and it was not unequal to walking through a graveyard where only the faintest glimmers of firefly light appeared in flickers behind the windows. Sudden gray phantoms seemed to manifest upon inner room walls where a curtain was still undrawn against the night, or there were whisperings and murmurs where a window in a tomb-like building was still open.

Mr.Leonard Mead would pause, cock his head, listen, look, and march OD, his feet making no noise on the lumpy walk. For long ago he had wisely changed to sneakers when strolling at night, because the dogs in intermittent squads would parallel his journey with barkings if he wore hard heels, and lights might click on and faces appear and an entire street be startled by the passing of a lone figure, himself, in the early November evening.

On this particular evening he began his journey in a westerly direction, toward the hidden sea. There was a good crystal frost in the air; it cut the nose and made the lungs blaze like a Christmas tree inside; you could feel the cold light going on and off, all the branches filled with invisible snow. He listened to the faint push of his soft shoes through autumn leaves with satisfaction, and whistled a cold quiet whistle between his teeth, occasionally picking up a leaf as he passed, examining its skeletal pattern in the infrequent lamplights as he went on, smelling its rusty smell.

“Hello, in there,” he whispered to every house on every side as he moved. “What’s up tonight on Channel 4, Channel 7, Channel 9? Where are the cowboys rushing, and do I see the United States Cavalry over the next hill to the rescue?”

The street was silent and long and empty, with only his shadow moving like the shadow of a hawk in mid-country. If he closed his eyes and stood very still, frozen, he could imagine himself upon the center of a plain, a wintry, windless Arizona desert with no house in a thousand miles, and only dry river beds, the streets, for company.

“What is it now?” he asked the houses, noticing his wrist watch. “Eight-thirty P.M.? Time for a dozen assorted murders? A quiz? A revue? A comedian falling off the stage?”

Was that a murmur of laughter from within a moon-white house? He hesitated, but went on when nothing more happened. He stumbled over a particularly uneven section of sidewalk. The cement was vanishing under flowers and grass. In ten years of walking by night or day, for thousands of miles, he had never met another person walking, not one in all that time,

He came to a cloverleaf intersection which stood silent where two main highways crossed the town. During the day it was a thunderous surge of cars. the gas stations open, a great insect rustling and a ceaseless jockeying for position as the scarab-beetles, a faint incense puttering from their exhausts, skimmed homeward to the far directions. But now these highways, too, were like streams in a dry season, all stone and bed and moon radiance.

He turned back on a side street, circling around toward his home. He was within a block of his destination when the lone car turned a corner quite suddenly and flashed a fierce white cone of light upon him. He stood entranced, not unlike a night moth, stunned by the illumination, and then drawn toward it.

A metallic voice called to him:

“Stand still. Stay where you are! Don’t move!”

He halted.

“Put up your hands!”

“But -” he said.

“Your hands up! Or we’ll shoot!”

The police, of course, but what a rare, incredible thing, in a city of three million, there was only one police car left, wasn’t that conect? Ever since a year ago, 2052, the election year, the force had been cut down from three cars to one. Crime was ebbing; there was no need now for the police, save for this one lone car wandering and wandering the empty streets.

“Your name?” said the police car in a metallic whisper.

He couldn’t see the men in it for the bright light in his eyes.

“Leonard Mead,” he said.

“Speak up!”

“Leonard Mead!”

“Business or profession?”

“I guess you’d call me a writer.”

“No profession,” said the police car, as if talking to itself. The light held him fixed, like a museum specimen, needle thrust through chest.

“You might say that,” said Mr.Mead. He hadn’t written in years. Magazines and books didn’t sell any more. Everything went on in the tomb-like houses at night now, he thought, continuing his fancy. The tombs, ill-lit by television light, where the people sat like the dead, the gray or multi-coloured lights touching their faces, but never really touching them.

“No profession,” said the phonograph voice, hissing. “What are you doing out?”

“Walking,” said Leonard Mead.

“Walking!”

“Just walking,” he said simply, but his face felt cold.

“Walking, just walking, walking?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Walking where? For what?”

“Walking for air. Walking to see.”

“Your address!”

“Eleven South Saint James Street.”

“And there is air in your house, you have an air conditioner, Mr.Mead?”

“Yes.”

“And you have a viewing screen in your house to see with?”

“No.”

“No?” There was a crackling quiet that in itself was an accusation.

“Are you married, Mr.Mead?”

“No.”

“Not married,” said the police voice behind the fiery beam. The moon was high and clear among the stars and the houses were gray and silent.

“Nobody wanted me,” said Leonard Mead with a smile.

“Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to!”

Leonard Mead waited in the cold night.

“Just walking, Mr.Mead?”

“Yes.”

“But you haven’t explained for what purpose.”

“I explained; for air, and to see, and just to walk.”

“Have you done this often?”

“Every night for years.”

The police car sat in the center of the street with its radio throat faintly humming.

“Well, Mr.Mead,” it said.

“Is that all?” he asked politely.

“Yes,” said the voice. “Here.” There was a sigh, a pop. The back door of the police car sprang wide. “Get in.”

“Wait a minute, I haven’t done anything!”

“Get in.”

“I protest!”

“Mr.Mead.”

He walked like a man suddenly drunk. As he passed the front window of the car he looked in. As he had expected, there was no one in the front seat, no one in the car at all.

“Get in.”

He put his hand to the door and peered into the back seat, which was a little cell, a little black jail with bars. It smelled of riveted steel. It smelled of harsh antiseptic; it smelled too clean and hard and metallic. There was nothing soft there.

“Now if you had a wife to give you an alibi,” said the iron voice. “But -”

“Where are you taking me?”

The car hesitated, or rather gave a faint whirring click, as if information, somewhere, was dropping card by punch-slotted card under electric eyes. “To the Psychiatric Center for Research on Regressive Tendencies.”

He got in. The door shut with a soft thud. The police car rolled through the night avenues, flashing its dim lights ahead.

They passed one house on one street a moment later, one house in an entire city of houses that were dark, but this one particular house had all of its electric lights brightly lit, every window a loud yellow illumination, square and warm in the cool darkness.

“That’s my house,” said Leonard Mead.

No one answered him.

The car moved down the empty river-bed streets and off away, leaving the empty streets with the empty sidewalks, and no sound and no motion all the rest of the chill November night.



The Pumpernickel




1951
Mr. and Mrs. Welles walked away from the movie theater late at night and went into the quiet little store, a combination restaurant and delicatessen. They settled in a booth, and Mrs. Welles said, “Baked ham on pumpernickel.” Mr. Welles glanced toward the counter, and there lay a loaf of pumpernickel.

“Why,” he murmured, “pumpernickel… Druce’s Lake…”

The night, the late hour, the empty restaurant - by now the pattern was familiar. Anything could set him off on a ride of reminiscences. The scent of autumn leaves, or midnight winds blowing, could stir him from himself, and memories would pour around him. Now in the unreal hour after the theater, in this lonely store, he saw a loaf of pumpernickel bread and, as on a thousand other nights, he found himself moved into the past.

“Druce’s Lake,” he said again.

“What?” His wife glanced up.

“Something I’d almost forgotten,” said Mr. Welles. “In 1910, when I was twenty, I nailed a loaf of pumpernickel to the top of my bureau mirror… .”

In the hard, shiny crust of the bread, the boys at Druce’s Lake had cut their names: Tom, Nick, Bill, Alec, Paul, Jack. The finest picnic in history! Their faces tanned as they rattled down the dusty roads. Those were the days when roads were really dusty; a fine brown talcum floured up after your car. And the lake was always twice as good to reach as it would be later in life when you arrived immaculate, clean, and un-rumpled.

“That was the last time the old gang got together,” Mr. Welles said.

After that, college, work, and. marriage separated you. Suddenly you found yourself with some other group. And you never felt as comfortable or as much as ease again in all your life.

“I wonder,” said Mr. Welles. “I like to think maybe we all knew, somehow, that this picnic might be the last we’d have. You first get that empty feeling the day after high-school graduation. Then, when a little time passes and no one vanishes immediately, you relax. But after a year you realize the old world is changing. And you want to do some one last thing before you lose one another. While you’re all still friends, home from college for the summer, this side of marriage, you’ve got to have something like a last ride and a swim in the cool-lake.”

Mr. Welles remembered that rare summer morning, he and Tom lying under his father’s Ford, reaching up their hands to adjust this or that, talking about machines and women and the future. While they worked, the day got warm. At last Tom said, “Why don’t we drive out to Druce’s Lake?”

As simple as that.

Yet, forty years later, you remember every detail of picking up the other fellows, everyone yelling under the green trees.

“Hey!” Alec beating everyone’s head with the pumpernickel and laughing. “This is for extra sandwiches, later.”

Nick had made the sandwiches that were already in the hamper - the garlic kind they would eat less of as the years passed and the girls moved in.

Then, squeezing three in the front, three in the rear, with their arms across one another’s shoulders, they drove through the boiling, dusty countryside, with a cake of ice in a tin washtub to cool the beer they’d buy.

What was the special quality of that day that it should focus like a stereoscopic image, fresh and clear, forty-years later? Perhaps each of them had had an experience like his own. A few days before the picnic, he had found a photograph of his father twenty-five years younger, standing with a group of friends at college. The photograph had disturbed him, made him aware as he had not been before of the passing of time, the swift flow of the years away from youth. A picture taken of him as he was now would, in twenty-five years, look as strange to his own children as his father’s picture did to him - unbelievably young, a stranger out of a strange, never-returning time.

Was that how the final picnic had come about - with each of them knowing that in a few short years they would be crossing streets to avoid one another, or, if they met, saying, “We’ve got to have lunch sometime!” but never doing it? Whatever the reason, Mr. Welles could still hear the splashes as they’d plunged off the pier under a yellow sun. And then the beer and sandwiches underneath the shady trees.

We never ate that pumpernickel, Mr. Welles thought. Funny, if we’d been a bit .hungrier, we’d have cut it up, and I wouldn’t have been reminded of it by the loaf there on the counter.

Lying under the trees in a golden peace that came from beer and sun and male companionship, they promised that in ten years they would meet at the courthouse on New Year’s Day, 1920, to see what they had done with their lives. Talking their rough easy talk, they carved their names in the pumpernickel.

“Driving home,” Mr. Welles said, “we sang ‘Moonlight Bay’.”

He remembered motoring along in the hot, dry night with their swimsuits damp on the jolting floorboards. It was a ride of many detours taken just for the hell of it, which was the best reason in the world.

“Good night.” “So long.” “Good night.”

Then Welles was driving alone, at midnight, home to bed.

He nailed the pumpernickel to his bureau the next day.

“I almost cried when, two years later, my mother threw it in the incinerator while I was off at college.”

“What happened in 1920?” asked his wife. “On New Year’s Day?”

“Oh,” said Mr. Welles. “I was walking by the courthouse, by accident, at noon. It was snowing. I heard the clock strike. Lord, I thought, we were supposed to meet here today! I waited five minutes. Not right in front of the courthouse, no. I waited across the street.” He paused. “Nobody showed up.”

He got up from the table and paid the bill. “And I’ll take that loaf of unsliced pumpernickel there,” he said.

When he and his wife were walking home, he said, “I’ve got a crazy idea. I often wondered what happened to everyone.”

“Nick’s still in town with his cafe?”

“But what about the others?” Mr. Welles’s face was getting pink and he was smiling and waving his hands. “They moved away. I think Tom’s in Cincinnati.” He looked quickly at his wife. “Just for the heck of it, I’ll send him this pumpernickel!”

“Oh, but -”

“Sure!” He laughed, walking faster, slapping the bread with the palm of his hand. “Have him carve his name on it and mail it on to the others if he knows their addresses. And finally back to me, with all their names on it!”

“But,” she said, taking his arm, “it’ll only make you unhappy. You’ve done things like this so many times before and …”

He wasn’t listening. Why do I never get these ideas by day? he thought. Why do I always get them after the sun goes down?

In the morning, first thing, he thought, I’ll mail this pumpernickel off, by God, to Tom and the others. And when it comes back I’ll have the loaf just as it was when it got thrown out and burned! Why not?

“Let’s see,” he said, as his wife opened the screen door and let him walk into the stuffy-smelling house to be greeted by silence and warm emptiness. “Let’s see. We also sang ‘Row Row Row Your Boat,’ didn’t we?”

In the morning, he came down the hall stairs and paused a moment in the strong full sunlight, his face shaved, his teeth freshly brushed. Sunlight brightened every room. He looked in at the breakfast table.

His wife was busy there. Slowly, calmly, she was slicing the pumpernickel.

He sat down at the table in the warm sunlight, and reached for the newspaper.

She picked up a slice of the newly cut bread, and kissed him on the cheek. He patted her arm.

“One or two slices of toast, dear?” she asked gently.

“Two, I think,” he replied.



The Rocket Man




1951
The electrical fireflies were hovering above Mother’s dark hair to light her path. She stood in her bedroom door looking out at me as I passed in the silent hall. “You will help me keep him here this time, won’t you?” she asked.

“I guess so,” I said.

“Please.” The fireflies cast moving bits of light on her white face. “This time he mustn’t go away again.”

“All right,” I said, after standing there a moment. “But it won’t do any good; it’s no use.”

She went away, and the fireflies, on their electric circuits, fluttered after her like an errant constellation, showing her how to walk in darkness. I heard her say, faintly, “We’ve got to try, anyway.”

Other fireflies followed me to my room. When the weight of my body cut a circuit in the bed, the fireflies winked out. It was midnight, and my mother and I waited, our rooms separated by darkness, in bed. The bed began to rock me and sing to me. I touched a switch; the singing and rocking stopped. I didn’t want to sleep. I didn’t want to sleep at all.

This night was no different from a thousand others in our time. We would wake nights and feel the cool air turn hot, feel the fire in the wind, or see the walls burned a bright color for an instant, and then we knew his rocket was over our house-his rocket, and the oak trees swaying from the concussion. And I would lie there, eyes wide, panting, and Mother in her room. Her voice would come to me over the interroom radio:

“Did you feel it?”

And I would answer, “That was him, all right.”

That was my father’s ship passing over our town, a small town where space rockets never came, and we would lie awake for the next two hours, thinking, “Now Dad’s landed in Springfield, now he’s on the tarmac, now he’s signing the papers, now he’s in the helicopter, now he’s over the river, now the hills, now he’s settling the helicopter in at the little airport at Green Village here….” And the night would be half over when, in our separate cool beds, Mother and I would be listening, listening. “Now he’s walking down Bell Street. He always walks … never takes a cab … now across the park, now turning the comer of Oakhurst and now…”

I lifted my head from my pillow. Far down the street, coming closer and closer, smartly, quickly, briskly-footsteps. Now turning in at our house, up the porch steps. And we were both smiling in the cool darkness. Mom and I, when we heard the front door open in recognition, speak a quiet word of welcome, and shut, downstairs….

Three hours later I turned the brass knob to their room quietly, holding my breath, balancing in a darkness as big as the space between the planets, my hand out to reach the small black case at the foot of my parents’ sleeping bed. Taking it, I ran silently to my room, thinking, He won’t tell me, he doesn’t want me to know.

And from the opened case spilled his black uniform, like a black nebula, stars glittering here or there, distantly, in the material. I kneaded the dark stuff in my warm hands; I smelled the planet Mars, an iron smell, and the planet Venus, a green ivy smell, and the planet Mercury, a scent of sulphur and fire; and I could smell the milky moon and the hardness of stars. I pushed the uniform into a centrifuge machine I’d built in my ninth-grade shop that year, set it whirling. Soon a fine powder precipitated into a retort. This I slid under a microscope. And while my parents slept unaware, and while our house was asleep, all the automatic bakers and servers and robot cleaners in an electric slumber, I stared down upon brilliant motes of meteor dust, comet tail, and loam from far Jupiter glistening like worlds themselves which drew me down the tube a billion miles into space, at terrific accelerations.

At dawn, exhausted with my journey and fearful of discovery, I returned the boxed uniform to their sleeping room.

Then I slept, only to waken at the sound of the horn of the dry-cleaning car which stopped in the yard below. They took the black uniform box with them. It’s good I didn’t wait, I thought. For the uniform would be back in an hour, clean of all its destiny and travel.

I slept again, with the little vial of magical dust in my pajama pocket, over my beating heart.

When I came downstairs, there was Dad at the breakfast table, biting into his toast. “Sleep good, Doug?” he said, as if he had been here all the time, and hadn’t been gone for three months.

“All right,” I said.

“Toast?”

He pressed a button and the breakfast table made me four pieces, golden brown.

I remember my father that afternoon, digging and digging in the garden, like an animal after something, it seemed. There he was with his long dark arms moving swiftly, planting, tamping, fixing, cutting, pruning, his dark face always down to the soil, his eyes always down to what he was doing, never up to the sky, never looking at me, or Mother, even, unless we knelt with him to feel the earth soak up through the overalls at our knees, to put our hands into the black dirt and not look at the bright, crazy sky. Then he would glance to either side, to Mother or me, and give us a gentle wink, and go on, bent down, face down, the sky staring at his back.

That night we sat on the mechanical porch swing which swung us and blew a wind upon us and sang to us. It was summer and moonlight and we had lemonade to drink, and we held the cold glasses in our hands, and Dad read the stereo-newspapers inserted into the special hat you put on your head and which turned the microscopic page in front of the magnifying lens if you blinked three times in succession. Dad smoked cigarettes and told me about how it was when he was a boy in the year 1997. After a while he said, as he had always said, “Why aren’t you out playing kick-the-can, Doug?”

I didn’t say anything, but Mom said, “He does, on nights when you’re not here.”

Dad looked at me and then, for the first time that day, at the sky. Mother always watched him when he glanced at the stars. The first day and night when he got home he wouldn’t look at the sky much. I thought about him gardening and gardening so furiously, his face almost driven into the earth. But the second night he looked at the stars a little more. Mother wasn’t afraid of the sky in the day so much, but it was the night stars that she wanted to turn off, and sometimes I could almost see her reaching for a switch in her mind, but never finding it. And by the third night maybe Dad’d be out here on the porch until way after we were all ready for bed, and then I’d hear Mom call him in, almost like she called me from the street at times. And then I would hear Dad fitting the electric-eye door lock in place, with a sigh. And the next morning at breakfast I’d glance down and see his little black case near his feet as he buttered his toast and Mother slept late.

“Well, be seeing you, Doug,” he’d say, and we’d shake hands.

“In about three months?”

“Right.”

And he’d walk away down the street, not taking a helicopter or beetle or bus, just walking with his uniform hidden in his small underarm case; he didn’t want anyone to think he was vain about being a Rocket Man.

Mother would come out to eat breakfast, one piece of dry toast, about an hour later.

But now it was tonight, the first night, the good night, and he wasn’t looking at the stars much at all.

“Let’s go to the television carnival,” I said.

“Fine,” said Dad.

Mother smiled at me.

And we rushed off to town in a helicopter and took Dad through a thousand exhibits, to keep his face and head down with us and not looking anywhere else. And as we laughed at the funny things and looked serious at the serious ones, I thought. My father goes to Saturn and Neptune and Pluto, but he never brings me presents. Other boys whose fathers go into space bring back bits of ore from Callisto and hunks of black meteor or blue sand. But I have to get my own collection, trading from other boys, the Martian rocks and Mercurian sands which filled my room, but about which Dad would never comment.

On occasion, I remembered, he brought something for Mother. He planted some Martian sunflowers once in our yard, but after he was gone a month and the sunflowers grew large. Mom ran out one day and cut them all down.

Without thinking, as we paused at one of the three-dimensional exhibits, I asked Dad the question I always asked:

“What’s it like, out in space?”

Mother shot me a frightened glance. It was too late.

Dad stood there for a full half minute trying to find an answer, then he shrugged.

“It’s the best thing in a lifetime of best things.” Then he caught himself. “Oh, it’s really nothing at all. Routine. You wouldn’t like it.” He looked at me, apprehensively.

“But you always go back.”

“Habit.”

“Where’re you going next?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I’ll think it over.”

He always thought it over. In those days rocket pilots were rare and he could pick and choose work when he liked. On the third night of his homecoming you could see him picking and choosing among the stars.

“Come on,” said Mother, “let’s go home.”

It was still early when we got home. I wanted Dad to put on his uniform. I shouldn’t have asked-it always made Mother unhappy-but I could not help myself. I kept at him, though he

had always refused. I had never seen him in it, and at last he said, “Oh, all right.”

We waited in the parlor while he went upstairs in the air flue. Mother looked at me dully, as if she couldn’t believe that her own son could do this to her. I glanced away. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“You’re not helping at all,” she said. “At all.”

There was a whisper in the air flue a moment later.

“Here I am,” said Dad quietly.

We looked at him in his uniform.

It was glossy black with silver buttons and silver rims to the heels of the black boots, and it looked as if someone had cut the arms and legs and body from a dark nebula, with little faint stars glowing through it. It fit as close as a glove fits to a slender long hand, and it smelled like cool air and metal and space. It smelled of fire and time.

Father stood, smiling awkwardly, in the center of the room.

“Turn around,” said Mother.

Her eyes were remote, looking at him.

When he was gone, she never talked of him. She never said anything about anything but the weather or the condition of my neck and the need of a washcloth for it, or the fact that she didn’t sleep nights. Once she said the light was too strong at night.

“But there’s no moon this week,” I said.

“There’s starlight,” she said.

I went to the store and bought her some

darker, greener shades. As I lay in bed at night, I could hear her pull them down tight to the bottom of the windows. It made a long rustling noise.

Once I tried to mow the lawn.

“No.” Mom stood in the door. “Put the mower away.”

So the grass went three months at a time without cutting. Dad cut it when he came home.

She wouldn’t let me do anything else either, like repairing the electrical breakfast maker or the mechanical book reader. She saved everything up, as if for Christmas. And then I would see Dad hammering or tinkering, and always smiling at his work, and Mother smiling over him, happy.

No, she never talked of him when he was gone. And as for Dad, he never did anything to make a contact across the millions of miles. He said once, “If I called you, I’d want to be with you. I wouldn’t be happy.”

Once Dad said to me, “Your mother treats me, sometimes, as if I weren’t here-as if I were invisible.”

I had seen her do it. She would look just beyond him, over his shoulder, at his chin or hands, but never into his eyes. If she did look at his eyes, her eyes were covered with a film, like an animal going to sleep. She said yes at the right times, and smiled, but always a half second later than expected.

“I’m not there for her,” said Dad.

But other days she would be there and he would be there for her, and they would hold hands and walk around the block, or take rides, with Mom’s hair flying like a girl’s behind her, and she would cut off all the mechanical devices in the kitchen and bake him incredible cakes and pies and cookies, looking deep into his face, her smile a real smile. But at the end of such days when he was there to her, she would always cry. And Dad would stand helpless, gazing about the room as if to find the answer, but never finding it.

Dad turned slowly, in his uniform, for us to see.

“Turn around again,” said Mom.

The next morning Dad came rushing into the house with handfuls of tickets. Pink rocket tickets for California, blue tickets for Mexico.

“Come on!” he said. “We’ll buy disposable clothes and bum them when they’re soiled. Look, we take the noon rocket to L. A., the two-o’clock helicopter to Santa Barbara, the nine-o’clock plane to Ensenada, sleep overnight!”

And we went to California and up and down the Pacific Coast for a day and a half, settling at last on the sands of Malibu to cook wieners at night. Dad was always listening or singing or watching things on all sides of him, holding onto things as if the world were a centrifuge going so swiftly that he might be flung off away from us at any instant.

The last afternoon at Malibu Mom was up in the hotel room. Dad lay on the sand beside me

for a long time in the hot sun. “Ah,” he sighed, “this is it.” His eyes were gently closed; he lay on his back, drinking the sun. “You miss this,” he said.

He meant “on the rocket,” of course. But he never said “the rocket” or mentioned the rocket and all the things you couldn’t have on the rocket. You couldn’t have a salt wind on the rocket or a blue sky or a yellow sun or Mom’s cooking. You couldn’t talk to your fourteen-year-old boy on a rocket.

“Let’s hear it,’ he said at last.

And I knew that now we would talk, as we had always talked, for three hours straight. All afternoon we would murmur back and forth in the lazy sun about my school grades, how high I could jump, how fast I could swim.

Dad nodded each time I spoke and smiled and slapped my chest lightly in approval. We talked. We did not talk of rockets or space, but we talked of Mexico, where we had driven once in an ancient car, and of the butterflies we had caught in the rain forests of green warm Mexico at noon, seeing the hundred butterflies sucked to our radiator, dying there, beating their blue and crimson wings, twitching, beautiful, and sad. We talked of such things instead of the things I wanted to talk about. And he listened to me. That was the thing he did, as if he was trying to fill himself up with all the sounds he could hear. He listened to the wind and the falling ocean and my voice, always with a rapt attention, a concentration that almost excluded physical bodies themselves and kept only the sounds. He shut his eyes to listen. I would see him listening to the lawn mower as he cut the grass by hand instead of using the remote-control device, and I would see him smelling the cut grass as it sprayed up at him behind the mower in a green fount.

“Doug,” he said, about five in the afternoon, as we were picking up our towels and heading back along the beach near the surf, “I want you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“Don’t ever be a Rocket Man.”

I stopped.

“I mean it,” he said. “Because when you’re out there you want to be here, and when you’re here you want to be out there. Don’t start that. Don’t let it get hold of you.”

“But-”

“You don’t know what it is. Every time I’m out there I think, If I ever get back to Earth I’ll stay there; I’ll never go out again. But I go out, and I guess I’ll always go out.”

“I’ve thought about being a Rocket Man for a long time,” I said.

He didn’t hear me. “I try to stay here. Last Saturday when I got home I started trying so damned hard to stay here.”

I remembered him in the garden, sweating, and all the traveling and doing and listening, and I knew that he did this to convince himself that the sea and the towns and the land and his family were the only real things and the good things. But I knew where he would be tonight: looking at the jewelry in Orion from our front porch.

“Promise me you won’t be like me,” he said.

I hesitated awhile. “Okay,” I said.

He shook my hand. “Good boy,” he said.

The dinner was fine that night. Mom had run about the kitchen with handfuls of cinnamon and dough and pots and pans tinkling, and now a great turkey fumed on the table, with dressing, cranberry sauce, peas, and pumpkin pie.

“In the middle of August?” said Dad, amazed.

“You won’t be here for Thanksgiving.”

“So I won’t.”

He sniffed it. He lifted each lid from each tureen and let the flavor steam over his sunburned face. He said “Ah” to each. He looked at the room and his hands. He gazed at the pictures on the wall, the chairs, the table, me, and Mom. He cleared his throat. I saw him make up his mind. “Lilly?”

“Yes?” Mom looked across her table which she had set like a wonderful silver trap, a miraculous gravy pit into which, like a struggling beast of the past caught in a tar pool, her husband might at last be caught and held, gazing out through a jail of wishbones, safe forever. Her eyes sparkled.

“Lilly,” said Dad.

Go on, I thought crazily. Say it, quick; say you’ll stay home this time, for good, and never go away; say it!

Just then a passing helicopter jarred the room and the window pane shook with a crystal sound. Dad glanced at the window.

The blue stars of evening were there, and the red planet Mars was rising in the East.

Dad looked at Mars a full minute. Then he put his hand out blindly toward me. “May I have some peas,” he said.

“Excuse me,” said Mother. “I’m going to get some bread.”

She rushed out into the kitchen.

“But there’s bread on the table,” I said.

Dad didn’t look at me as he began his meal.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I came downstairs at one in the morning and the moonlight was like ice on all the housetops, and dew glittered in a snow field on our grass. I stood in the doorway in my pajamas, feeling the warm night wind, and then I knew that Dad was sitting in the mechanical porch swing, gliding gently. I could see his profile tilted back, and he was watching the stars wheel over the sky. His eyes were like gray crystal there, the moon in each one.

I went out and sat beside him.

We glided awhile in the swing.

At last I said, “How many ways are there to die in space?”

“A million.”

“Name some.”

“The meteors hit you. The air goes out of your rocket. Or comets take you along with them. Concussion. Strangulation. Explosion. Centrifugal force. Too much acceleration. Too little. The heat, the cold, the sun, the moon, the stars, the planets, the asteroids, the planetoids, radiation….”

“And do they bury you?”

“They never find you.”

“Where do you go?”

“A billion miles away. Traveling graves, they call them. You become a meteor or a planetoid traveling forever through space.”

I said nothing.

“One thing,” he said later, “it’s quick in space. Death. It’s over like that. You don’t linger. Most of the time you don’t even know it. You’re dead and that’s it.”

We went up to bed.

It was morning.

Standing in the doorway, Dad listened to the yellow canary singing in its golden cage.

“Well, I’ve decided,” he said. “Next time I come home, I’m home to stay.”

“Dad!” I said.

“Tell your mother that when she gets up,” he said.

“You mean it!”

He nodded gravely. “See you in about three months.”

And there he went off down the street, carrying his uniform in its secret box, whistling and looking at the tall green trees and picking chinaberries off the chinaberry bush as he brushed by, tossing them ahead of him as he walked away into the bright shade of early morning….

I asked Mother about a few things that mom-ing after Father had been gone a number of hours. “Dad said that sometimes you don’t act as if you hear or see him,” I said.

And then she explained everything to me quietly.

“When he went off into space ten years ago, I said to myself, ‘He’s dead.’ Or as good as dead. So think of him dead. And when he comes back, three or four times a year, it’s not him at all, it’s only a pleasant little memory or a dream. And if a memory stops or a dream stops, it can’t hurt half as much. So most of the time I think of him dead-”

“But other times-”

“Other times I can’t help myself. I bake pies and treat him as if he were alive, and then it hurts. No, it’s better to think he hasn’t been here for ten years and I’ll never see him again. It doesn’t hurt as much.”

“Didn’t he say next time he’d settle down.”

She shook her head slowly. “No, he’s dead. I’m very sure of that.”

“He’ll come alive again, then,” 1 said. “Ten years ago,” said Mother, “I thought, What if he dies on Venus? Then we’ll never be able to see Venus again. What if he dies on Mars? We’ll never be able to look at Mars again, all red in the sky, without wanting to go in and lock the door. Or what if he died on Jupiter or Saturn or Neptune? On those nights when those planets were high in the sky, we wouldn’t want to have anything to do with the stars.” “I guess not,” I said.

The message came the next day.

The messenger gave it to me and I read it standing on the porch. The sun was setting. Mom stood in the screen door behind me, watching me fold the message and put it in my pocket.

“Mom,” I said.

“Don’t tell me anything I don’t already know,” she said.

She didn’t cry.

Well, it wasn’t Mars, and it wasn’t Venus, and it wasn’t Jupiter or Saturn that killed him. We wouldn’t have to think of him every time Jupiter or Saturn or Mars lit up the evening sky.

This was different.

His ship had fallen into the sun.

And the sun was big and fiery and merciless, and it was always in the sky and you couldn’t get away from it.

So for a long time after my father died my mother slept through the days and wouldn’t go out. We had breakfast at midnight and lunch at three in the morning, and dinner at the cold dim hour of 6 A. M. We went to all-night shows and went to bed at sunrise.

And, for a long while, the only days we ever went out to walk were the days when it was raining and there was no sun.



The Smile




1952
In the town square the queue had formed at five in the morning, while cocks were crowing far out in the rimed country and there were no fires. All about, among the ruined buildings, bits of mist had clung at first, but now with the new light of seven o�clock it was beginning to disperse. Down the road, in twos and threes, more people were gathering in for the day of marketing the day of festival.

The small bay stood immediately behind two men who had been talking loudly in the clear air, and all of the sounds they made seemed twice as loud because of the cold. The small boy stamped his feet and blew on his red, chapped hands, and looked up at the soiled gunny-sack clothing of the men, and down the long line of men and women ahead.

�Here, boy, what�re you doing out so early?� said the man behind him.

�Got my place in line, I have,� said the boy.

�Whyn�t you run off, give your place to someone who appreciates?�

�Leave the boy alone,� said the man ahead, suddenly turning.

�I was joking.� The man behind put his hand on the boy�s head. The boy shook it away coldly. �I just thought it strange, a boy out of bed so early.�

�This boy�s an appreciator of arts, I�ll have you know,� said the boy�s defender, a man named Grigsby, �What�s your name, lad?�

�Tom.�

�Tom here is going to spit clean and true, right, Tom?�

�I sure am!�

Laughter passed down the line.

A man was selling cracked cups of hot coffee up ahead. Tom looked and saw the little hot fire and the brew bubbling in a rusty pan. It wasn�t really coffee. It was made from some berry that grew on the meadowlands beyond town, and it sold a penny a cup to warm their stomachs; but not many were buying, not many had the wealth.

Tom stared ahead to the place where the line ended, beyond a bombed-out stone wall.

�They say she _smiles,� _said the boy.

�Aye, she does,� said Grigsby.

�They say she�s made of oil and canvas.�

�True. And that�s what makes me think she�s not the original one. The original, now, I�ve heard, was painted on wood a long time ago.�

�They say she�s four centuries old.�

�Maybe more. No one knows what year this is, to be sure.�

�It�s 2061�

�That�s what they say, boy, yes. Liars. Could be 3,000 or 5,000, for all we know. Things were in a fearful mess there for a while. All we got now is bits and pieces.�

They shuffled along the cold stones of the street.

�How much longer before we see her?� asked Tom, uneasily.

�Just a few more minutes. They got her set up with four brass poles and a velvet rope to keep folks back. Now mind, no rocks, Tom; they don�t allow rocks thrown at her.�

�Yes, sir.�

The sun rose higher in the heavens, bringing heat which made the men shed their grimy coats and greasy hats.

�Why�re we all here in line?� asked Tom, at last. �Why�re we all here to spit?�

Grigsby did not glance clown at him, but judged the sun. �Well, Tom, there�s lots of reasons.�2 He reached absently for a pocket that was long gone, for a cigarette that wasn�t there. Tom had seen the gesture a million times. �Tom, it has to do with hate. Hate for everything in the Past. I ask you, Tom, how did we get in such a state, cities all junk, roads like jigsaws from bombs and half the cornfields glowing with radio-activity at night? Ain�t that a lousy stew, I ask you?� _

�Yes, _sir, I guess so.�

�It�s this way, Tom. You hate whatever it was that got you all knocked down and ruined. That�s human nature. Unthinking, maybe, but human nature anyway.�

�There�s hardly nobody or nothing we don�t hate,� said Tom.

�Right! The whole blooming caboodle3 of the people in Past who run the world. So here we are on a Thursday morning with our guts plastered to our spines, cold, live in caves and such, don�t smoke, don�t drink, don�t nothing except have our festivals, Tom, our festivals.�

And Tom thought of the festivals in the past few years. The year they tore up all the books in the square and burned them and everyone was drunk and laughing. And the festival of science a month ago when they dragged in the last motor-car and picked lots and each lucky man who won was allowed one smash of a sledge-hammer at the car.

‘Do I remember that, Tom? Do I remember? Why, I got smash the front window, you hear? My God, it made a lovely sound! _Crash!� _

Tom could hear the glass falling in glittering heaps.

�And Bill Henderson, he got to bash the engine. Oh, he did a smart job of it, with great efficiency. Wham!�

But the best of all, recalled Grigsby, there was the time they smashed a factory that was still trying to turn out aeroplanes.

�Lord, did we feel good blowing it up!� said Grigsby. �And then we found that newspaper plant and the munitions depot. and exploded them together. Do you understand, Tom?�

Tom puzzled over it. �I guess.�

It was high noon. Now the odors of the ruined city stank on the hot air and things crawled among the tumbled buildings.

�Won�t it ever come back, mister?�

�What, civilization? Nobody wants it. Not me!� �I could stand a bit of it,� said the man behind another n. �There were a few spots of beauty in it.�

�Don�t worry your heads,� shouted Grigsby. �There�s no room for that, either.�

�Ah,� said the man behind the man. �Someone�ll come along some day with imagination and patch it up. Mark my words. someone with a heart.�

�No,� said Grigsby.

�I say yes. Someone with a soul for pretty things. Might give us back a kind of limited sort of civilization, the kind we could live in in peace.�

�First thing you know there�s war!�

�But maybe next time it�d be different,�

At last they stood in the main square. A man on horseback was riding from the distance into the town. He had a peace of paper in his hand. In the centre of the square was the roped-off area. Tom, Grigsby, and the others were collecting their spittle and moving forward moving forward prepared and ready, eyes wide. Tom felt his heart beating very strongly and excitedly, and the earth was hot under his bare feet.

�Here we go, Tom, let fly!�

Four policemen stood at the corners of the roped area, four men with bits of yellow twine on their wrists to show thcir authority over other men. They were there to prevent rocks being hurled.

�This way,� said Grigsby at the last moment, �everyone. feels he�s had his chance at her, you see, Tom? Go on, now!�

Tom stood before the painting and looked at it for a it for a long time.

�Tom, spit!�

His mouth was dry.

�Get on, Tom! Move!�

�But,� said Tom, slowly, �she�s _beautiful.� _

�Here, I�ll spit for you!� Grigsby spat and the missile flew in the sunlight. The woman in the portrait smiled serenely, secretly, at Tom, and he looked back at her, his heart beating, a kind of music in his ears. �She�s beautiful,� he said.

The line fell silent. One moment they were berating Tom for not moving forward, now they were turning to the man on horseback.

�What do they call it, sir?� asked Tom, quietly.

�The picture? ‘Mona Lisa’, Tom, I think. Yes, the ‘Mona Lisa’. 

�I have an announcement,� said the man on horseback. �The authorities have decreed that as of high noon today tin portrait in the square is to be given over into the hands of the populace there, so they may participate in the destruction of ��

Tom hadn�t even time to scream before the crowd bore him, shouting and pummelling about, stampeding toward the portrait. There was a sharp ripping sound. The police ran to escape. The crowd was in full cry, their hands like so man, hungry birds pecking away at the portrait. Tom felt himself thrust almost through the broken thing. Reaching out in blind imitation of the others, he snatched a scrap of oily canvas, yanked, felt the canvas give, then fell, was kicked, sent rolling to the outer rim of the mob. Bloody, his clothing torn, watched old women chew pieces of canvas, men break the frame, kick the ragged cloth, and rip it into confetti.

Only Tom stood apart, silent in the moving square. He looked down at his hand. It clutched the piece of canvas close his chest, hidden.

�Hey there, Tom!� cried Grigsby.

Without a word, sobbing, Tom ran. He ran out and the down bomb-pitted road, into a field, across a shallow stream, not looking back, his hand clenched tightly, tucked under his coat.

At sunset he reached the small village and passed on through. By nine o�clock he came to the ruined farm dwelling. Around back, in the part that still remained upright, he heard the sounds of sleeping, the family � his mother, father, and brother. He slipped quickly, silently, through the small door and lay down, panting.

�Tom?� called his mother in the dark.

�Yes.�

�Where�ve you been?� snapped his father. �I�ll beat you the morning.�

Someone kicked him. His brother, who had been left behind to work their little patch of ground.

�Go to sleep,� cried his mother, faintly.

Another kick.

Tom lay getting his breath. All was quiet. His hand was pushed to his chest, tight, tight. He lay for half an hour this way, eyes closed.

Then he felt something, and it was a cold white light. Th moon rose very high and the little square of light crept slowly over Tom�s body. Then, and only then, did his hand relax. Slowly, carefully, listening to those who slept about him, Tom drew his hand forth. He hesitated, sucked in his breath, and then, waiting, opened his hand and uncrumpled the fragment of painted canvas.

All the world was asleep in the moonlight.

And there on his hand was the Smile.

He looked at it in the white illumination from the midnight sky. And he thought, over to himself, quietly, the Smile, the lovely Smile.

An hour later he could still see it, even after he had folded it carefully and hidden it. He shut his eyes and the Smile was there in the darkness. And it was still there, warm and gentle, when he went to sleep and the world was silent and the moon sailed up and then down the cold sky towards morning.



The Wilderness
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“Oh, the Good Time has come at last -”

It was twilight, and Janice and Leonora packed steadily in their summer house, singing songs, eating little, and holding to each other when necessary. But they never glanced at the window where the night gathered deep and the stars came out bright and cold.

“Listen!” said Janice.

A sound like a steamboat down the river, but it was a rocket in the sky. And beyond that - banjos playing? No, only the summer-night crickets in this year 2003. Ten thousand sounds breathed through the town and the weather. Janice, head bent, listened. Long, long ago, 1849, this very street had breathed the voices of ventriloquists, preachers, fortunetellers, fools, scholars, gamblers, gathered at this selfsame Independence, Missouri. Waiting for the moist earth to bake and the great tidal grasses to come up heavy enough to hold the weight of their carts, their wagons, their indiscriminate destinies, and their dreams.

 

“Oh, the Good Time has come at last,

To Mars we are a-going, sir,

Five Thousand Women in the sky,

That’s quite a springtime sowing, sir!”

 

“That’s an old Wyoming song,” said Leonora. “Change the words and it’s fine for 2003.”

Janice lifted a matchbox of food pills, calculating the totals of things carried in those high-axled, tall-bedded wagons. For each man, each woman, incredible tonnages! Hams, bacon slabs, sugar, salt, flour, dried fruits, “pilot” bread, citric acid, water, ginger, pepper - a list as big as the land! Yet here, today, pills that fit a wrist watch fed you not from Fort Laramie to Hangtown, but all across a wilderness of stars.

Janice threw wide the closet door and almost screamed. Darkness and night and all the spaces between the stars looked out at her.

Long years ago two things had happened. Her sister had locked her, shrieking, in a closet. And, at a party, playing hide-and-seek, she had run through the kitchen and into a long dark hall. But wasn’t a hall. It was an unlit stair well, a swallowing blackness. She had run out upon empty air. She had pedaled her feet, screamed, and fallen! Fallen in midnight blackness. Into the cellar. It took a long while, a heartbeat, to fall. And she had smothered in that closet a long, long time without daylight, without friends, no one to hear her screamings. Away from everything, locked in darkness. Falling in darkness. Shrieking!

The two memories.

Now, with the closet door wide, with darkness like a velvet shroud hung before her to be stroked by a trembling hand, with the darkness like a black panther breathing there, looking at her with unlit eyes, the two memories rushed out. Space and a falling. Space and being locked away, screaming. She and Leonora working steadily, packing, being careful not to glance out the window at the frightening Milky Way and the vast emptiness. Only to have the long-familiar closet, with its private night, remind them at last of their destiny.

This was how it would be, out there, sliding toward the stars, in the night, in the great hideous black closet, screaming, but no one to hear. Falling forever among meteor clouds and godless comets. Down the elevator shaft. Down the nightmare coal chute into nothingness.

She screamed. None of it came out of her mouth. It collided upon itself in her chest and head. She screamed. She slammed the closet door! She lay against it! She felt the darkness breathe and yammer at the door and she held it tight, eyes watering. She stood there a long time, until the trembling vanished, watching Leonora work. And the hysteria, thus ignored, drained away and away, and at last was gone. A wrist watch ticked, with a clean sound of normality, in the room.

 

“Sixty million miles.” She moved at last to the window as if it were a deep well. “I can’t believe that men on Mars, tonight, are building towns, waiting for us.”

“The only thing to believe is catching our Rocket tomorrow.”

Janice raised a white gown like a ghost in the room.

“Strange, strange. To marry - on another world.”

“Let’s get to bed.”

“No! The call comes at midnight. I couldn’t sleep, thinking how to tell Will I’ve decided to take the Mars Rocket. Oh, Leonora, think of it, my voice travelling sixty million miles on the lightphone to him. I changed my mind so quick - I’m scared!”

“Our last night on Earth.”

Now they really knew and accepted it; now the knowledge had found them out. They were going away, and they might never come back. They were leaving the town of Independence in the state of Missouri on the continent of North America, surrounded by one ocean which was the Atlantic and another the Pacific, none of which could be put in their travelling cases. They had shrunk from this final knowledge. Now it was facing them. And they were struck numb.

“Our children, they won’t be Americans, or Earth people at all. We’ll all be Martians, the rest of our lives.”

“I don’t want to go!” cried Janice suddenly.

The panic froze her.

“I’m afraid! The space, the darkness, the Rocket, the meteors! Everything gone! Why should I go out there?”

Leonora took hold of her shoulders and held her close, rocking her. “It’s a new world. It’s like the old days. The men first and the women after.”

“Why, why should I go, tell me!”

“Because,” said Leonora at last, quietly, seating her on the bed, “Will is up there.”

His name was good to hear. Janice quieted.

“These men make it so hard,” said Leonora. “Used to be if a woman ran two hundred miles for a man it was something. Then they made it a thousand miles. And now they put a whole universe between us. But that can’t stop us, can it?”

“I’m afraid I’ll be a fool on the Rocket.”

“I’ll be a fool with you.” Leonora got up. “Now, let’s walk around town, let’s see everything one last time.”

Janice stared out at the town. “Tomorrow night this’ll all be here, but we won’t. People’ll wake up, eat, work, sleep, wake again, but we won’t know it, and they’ll never miss us.”

Leonora and Janice moved around each other as if they couldn’t find the door.

“Come on.”

They opened the door, switched off the lights, stepped out, and shut the. door behind them.

 

In the sky there was a great coming-in and coming-in. Vast flowering motions, huge whistlings and whirlings, snow-storms falling. Helicopters, white flakes, dropping quietly. From west and east and north and south the women were arriving, arriving. Through all the night sky you saw helicopters blizzard down. The hotels were full, private homes were making accommodations, tent cities rose in meadows and pastures like strange, ugly flowers, and the town and the country were warm with more than summer tonight. Warm with women’s pink faces and the sunburnt faces of new men watching the sky. Beyond the hills rockets tried their fire, and a sound like a giant organ, all its keys pressed upon at once, shuddered every crystal window and every hidden bone. You felt it in your jaw, your toes, your fingers, a shivering.

Leonora and Janice sat in the drugstore among unfamiliar women.

“You-ladies look very pretty, but you sure look sad,” said the soda-fountain man.

“Two chocolate malteds.” Leonora smiled for both of them, as if Janice were mute.

They gazed at the chocolate drink as if it were a rare museum painting. Malts would be scarce for many years on Mars.

Janice fussed in her purse and took out an envelope reluctantly and laid it on the marble counter.

“This is from Will to me. It came in the Rocket mail two days ago. It was this that made up my mind for me, made me decide to go. I didn’t tell you. I want you to see it now. Go ahead, read the note.”

Leonora shook the note out of the envelope and read it aloud:

 

“Dear Janice: This is our house if you decide to come to Mars. Will.”

 

Leonora tapped the envelope again, and a colour photograph dropped out, glistening, on the counter. It was a picture of a house, a dark, mossy, ancient, caramel-brown, comfortable house with red flowers and green cool fems bordering it, and a disreputably hairy ivy on the porch.

“But, Janice!”

“What?”

“This is a picture of your house, here on Earth, here on Elm Street!”

“No. Look close.”

And they looked again, together, and on both sides of the comfortable dark house and behind, it was scenery that was not Earth scenery. The soil was a strange colour of violet, and the grass was the faintest bit red, and the sky glowed like a gray diamond, and a strange crooked tree grew to one side, looking like an old woman with crystals in her white hair.

“That’s the house Will’s built for me,” said Janice, “on Mars. It helps to look at it. All yesterday, when I had the chance, alone, and was most afraid and panicky, I took out this picture and looked at it.”

They both gazed at the dark comfortable house sixty million miles away, familiar but unfamiliar, old but new, a yellow light shining in the right front parlour window.

“That man Will,” said Leonora, nodding her head, “knows just what he’s doing.”

They finished their drinks. Outside, a vast warm crowd of strangers wandered by and the “snow” fell steadily in the summer sky.

 

They bought many silly things to take with them, bags of lemon candy, glossy women’s magazines, fragile perfumes; and then they walked out into the town and rented two belted jackets that refused to recognize gravity and imitated only the moth, touched the delicate controls, and felt themselves whispered like white blossom petals over the town. “Anywhere,” said Leonora, “anywhere at all.”

They let the wind blow them where it would; they let the wind take them through the night of summer apple trees and the night of warm preparation, over the lovely town, over the houses of childhood and other days, over schools and avenues, over creeks and meadows and farms so familiar that each grain of wheat was a golden coin. They blew as leaves must blow below the threat of a fire-wind, with warning whispers and summer lightning crackling among the folded hills. They saw the milk-dust country roads where not so long ago they had drifted in moonlit helicopters in great whorls of sound spiraling down to touch beside cool night streams with the young men who were now gone.

They floated in an immense sigh above a town already made remote by the little space between themselves and the earth, a town receding behind them in a black river and coming up in a tidal wave of lights and colour ahead, untouchable and a dream now, already smeared in their eyes with nostalgia, with a panic of memory that began before the thing itself was gone.

Blown quietly, eddying, they gazed secretly at a hundred faces of dear friends they were leaving behind, the lamplit people held and framed by windows which slid by on the wind, it seemed; all of Time breathing them along. There was no tree they did not examine for old confessions of love carved and whittled there, no sidewalk they did not skim across as over fields of mica-snow. For the first time they knew their town was beautiful and the lonely lights and the ancient bricks beautiful, and they both felt their eyes grow large with the beauty of this feast they were giving themselves. All floated upon an evening carrousel, with fitful drifts of music wafting up here and there, and voices calling and murmuring from houses that were whitely haunted by television.

The two women passed like needles, sewing one tree to the next with their perfume. Their eyes were too full, and yet they kept putting away each detail, each shadow, each solitary oak and elm, each passing car upon the small snaking streets below, until not only their eyes but their heads and then their hearts were too full.

I feel like I’m dead, thought Janice, and in the graveyard on a spring night and everything alive but me and everyone moving and ready to go on with life without me. It’s like I felt each spring when I was sixteen, passing the graveyard and weeping for them because they were dead and it didn’t seem fair, on nights as soft as that, that I was alive. I was guilty of living. And now, here, tonight, I feel they have taken me from the graveyard and let me go above the town just once more to see what it’s like to be living, to be a town and a people, before they slam the black door on me again.

Softly, softly, like two white paper lanterns on a night wind, the women moved over their lifetime and their past, and over the meadows where the tent cities glowed and the highway where supply trucks would be clustered and running until dawn. They hovered above it all for a long tune.

 

The courthouse clock was booming eleven forty-five when they came like spider webs floating from the stars, touching on the moonlit pavement before Janice’s old house. The city was asleep, and Janice’s house waited for them to come in searching for their sleep, which was not there.

“Is this us, here?” asked Janice. “Janice Smith and Leonora Holmes, in the year 2003?”

“Yes.”

Janice licked her lips and stood straight. “I wish it was some other year.”

“1492? 1612?” Leonora sighed, and the wind in the trees sighed with her, moving away. “It’s always Columbus Day or Plymouth Rock Day, and I’ll be darned if I know what we women can do about it.”

“Be old maids.”

“Or do just what we’re doing.”

They opened the door of the warm night house, the sounds of the town dying slowly in their ears. As they shut the door, the phone began to ring.

“The-call!” cried Janice, running.

Leonora came into the bedroom after her and already Janice had the receiver up and was saying, “Hello, hello!” And the operator in a far city was readying the immense apparatus which would tie two worlds together, and the two women waited, one sitting and pale, the other standing, but just as pale, bent toward her.

There was a long pause, fall of stars and time, a waiting pause not unlike the last three years for all of them. And now the moment had arrived, and it was Janice’s turn to phone through millions upon millions of miles of meteors and comets, running away from the yellow sun which might boil or bum her words or scorch the meaning from them. But her voice went like a silver needle through everything, in stitches of talking, across the big night, reverberating from the moons of Mars. And then her voice found its way to a man in a room in a city there on another world, five minutes by radio away. And her message was this:

“Hello, Will. This is Janice!”

She swallowed.

“They say I haven’t much time. A minute.”

She closed her eyes.

“I want to talk slow, but they say talk fast and get it all in. So I want to say ‘- I’ve decided. I will come up there. I’ll go on the Rocket tomorrow. I will come up there to you, after all. And I love you. I hope you can hear me. I love you. It’s been so long….”

Her voice motioned on its way to that unseen world. Now, with the message sent, the words said, she wanted to call them back, to censor, to rearrange them, to make a prettier sentence, a fairer explanation of her soul. But already the words were bung between planets and if, by some cosmic radiation, they could have been illuminated, caught fire in vaporous wonder there, her love would have lit a dozen worlds and startled the night side of Earth into a premature dawn, she thought. Now the words were not hers at all, they belonged to space, they belonged to no one until they arrived, and they were-travelling at one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles a second to their des filiation.

What will he say to me! What will he say back in his minute of time? she wondered. She fussed with and twisted the watch on her wrist, and the lightphone receiver on her ear crackled and space talked to her with electrical jigs and dances and audible auroras.

“Has he answered?” whispered Leonora.

“Shhh!” said Janice, bending, as if sick.

Then his voice came through space.

“I hear him!” cried Janice.

“What does he say?”

The voice called out from Mars and took itself through the places where there was no sunrise or sunset, but always the night with a sun in the middle of the blackness. And somewhere between Mars and Earth everything of the message was lost, perhaps in a sweep of electrical gravity rushing by on the flood tides of a meteor, or interfered with by a rain of silver meteors. In any event, the small words and the unimportant words of the message were washed away. And his voice came through saying only one word:

“… love…”

After that there was the huge night again and the sound of stars turning and suns whispering to themselves and the sound of her heart, like another world in space, filling her earphones.

“Did you hear him?” asked Leonora.

Janice could only nod.

“What did he say, what did he say?” cried Leonora.

But Janice could not tell anyone; it was much too good to tell. She sat listening to that one word again and again, as her memory played it back. She sat listening, while. Leonora took the phone-away from her without her knowing it and put it down upon its hook.

 

Then they were in bed and the lights out and the night wind blowing through the rooms a smell of the long journey in darkness and stars, and their voices talking of tomorrow, and the days after tomorrow which would not be days at all, but day-nights of timeless time; their voices faded away into sleep or wakeful thinking, and Janice lay alone in her bed.

Is this how it was over a century ago, she wondered, when the women, the night before, lay ready for sleep, or not ready, in the small towns of the East, and heard the sound of horses in the night and the creak of the Conestoga wagons ready to go, and the brooding of oxen under the trees, and the cry of children already lonely before their time? All the sounds of arrivals and departures into the deep forests and fields, the blacksmiths working in their own red hells through midnight? And the smell of bacons and hams ready for the journeying, and the heavy feel of the wagons like ships foundering with goods, with water in the wooden kegs to tilt and slop across prairies, and the chickens hysterical in their slung-beneath-the-wagon crates, and the dogs running out to the wilderness ahead and, fearful, running back with a look of empty space in their eyes? Is this, then, how it was so long ago? On the rim of the precipice, on the edge of the cliff of stars. In their time the smell of buffalo, and in our time the smell of the Rocket. Is this, then, how it was?

And she decided, as sleep assumed the dreaming for her, that yes, yes indeed, very much so, irrevocably, this was as it had always been and would forever continue to be.



Hail and Farewell




1953
But of course he was going away, there was nothing else to do, the time was up, the clock had run out, and he was going very far away indeed. His suitcase was packed, his shoes were shined, his hair was brushed, he had expressly washed behind his ears, and it remained only for him to go down the stairs, out the front door, and up the street to the small-town station where the train would make a stop for him alone. Then Fox Hill, Illinois, would be left far off in his past. And he would go on, perhaps to Iowa, perhaps to Kansas, perhaps even to California; a small boy twelve years old with a birth certificate in his valise to show he had been born forty-three years ago.

‘Willie!’ called a voice downstairs.

‘Yes!’ He hoisted his suitcase. In his bureau mirror he saw a face made of June dandelions and July apples and warm summer-morning milk. There, as always, was his look of the angel and the innocent, which might never, in the years of his life, change.

‘Almost time,’ called the woman’s voice.

‘All right!’ And he went down the stairs, grunting and smiling. In the living-room sat Anna and Steve, their clothes painfully neat.

‘Here I am!’ cried Willie in the parlor door.

Anna looked like she was going to cry. ‘Oh, good Lord, you can’t really be leaving us, can you, Willie?’

‘People are beginning to talk,’ said Willie quietly. I’ve been here three years now. But when people begin to talk, I know it’s time to put on my shoes and buy a railway ticket.’

‘It’s all so strange. I don’t understand. It’s so sudden,’ Anna said. ‘Willie, we’ll miss you.

‘I’ll write you every Christmas, so help me. Don’t you write me.’

�It�s been a great pleasure and satisfaction,� said Steve, sitting there, his words the wrong size in his mouth. �It�s a shame� it had to stop. It�s a shame you had to tell us about yourself. It�s an awful shame you can�t stay on.�

�You�re the nicest folks I ever had,� said Willie, four feet high, in no need of a shave, the sunlight on his face.

And then Anna did cry. �Willie, Willie.� And she sat down and looked as if she wanted to hold him but was afraid to hold him now; she looked at him with shock and amazement and her hands empty, not knowing what to do with him now.

�It�s not easy to go,� said Willie. �You get used to things. You want to stay. But it doesn�t work. I tried to stay on once after people began to suspect. “Flow horrible!� people said. “All these years, playing with our innocent children,� they said, “and us not guessing! Awful!� they said. And finally I had to just leave town one night. It�s not easy. You know darned well how much I love both of you. Thanks for three swell years.�

They all went to the front door. �Willie, where�re you going?�

�I don�t know. I just start traveling. When I see a town that looks green and nice, I settle in.�

�Will you ever come back?�

�Yes,� he said earnestly with his high voice. �In about twenty years it should begin to show in my face. When it does, I�m going to make a grand tour of all the mothers and fathers I�ve ever had.�

They stood on the cool summer porch, reluctant to say the last words.

Steve was looking steadily at an elm tree. �How many other folks�ve you stayed with, Willie? How many adoptions?�

Willie figured it, pleasantly enough. �I guess it�s about five towns and five couples and over twenty years gone by since I started my tour.�

�Well, we can�t holler,� said Steve. �Better to�ve had a son thirty-six months than none whatever.�

�Well,� said Willie, and kissed Anna quickly, seized at his luggage, and was gone up the street in the green noon light, under the trees, a very young boy indeed, not looking back, running steadily.

he	The boys were playing on the green park diamond when came by. He stood a little while among the oak-tree shadows, watching them hurl the white, snowy baseball into the warm summer air, saw the baseball shadow fly like a dark bird over the grass, saw their hands open in mouths to catch this swift piece of summer that now seemed most especially important to hold on to. The boys� voices yelled. The ball lit on the grass near Willie.

Carrying the ball toward from under the shade trees, he thought of the last three years now spent to the penny, and the five years before that, and so on down the line to the year when he was really eleven and twelve and fourteen and the voices saying: �What�s wrong with Willie, missus?� �Mrs. B., is Willie late a-growing?� �Willie, you smokin� cigars lately?� The echoes died in summer light and color. His mother�s voice: ~Willie�s twenty-one today!� And a thousand voices saying: �Come back, son, when you�re fifteen; then maybe we�ll give you a job.�

l-le stared at the baseball in his trembling hand, as if it were his life, an interminable ball of years strung around and around and around, but always leading back to his twelfth birthday. He heard the kids walking toward him; he felt them blot out the sun, and they were older, standing around him.

�Willie! Where you goin�?� They kicked his suitcase.

How tall they stood in the sun. In the last few months it seemed the sun had passed a hand above their heads, and they were golden toffee pulled by an immense gravity to the sky, thirteen, fourteen years old, looking down upon Willie, smiling, but already beginning to neglect him. It had started four months ago:

~Choose up sides! Who wants Willie?�

�Aw, Willie�s too little; we don�t play with “kids�.�

And they raced ahead of him, drawn by the moon and the sun and the turning seasons of leaf and wind, and lie was twelve years old and not of them any more. And the other voices beginning again on the old, the dreadfully familiar, the cool refrain: �Better feed that boy vitamins, Steve.� �Anna, does shortness run in your family?� And the cold fist knocking at your heart again and knowing that the roots would have to be pulled up again after so many good years with the “folks�.

�Willie, where you goin�?�

He jerked his head. He was back among the towering, shadowing boys who milled around him like giants at a drinking fountain bending down.

�Goin� a few days visitin� a cousin of mine.�

�Oh.� There was a day, a year ago, when they would have cared very much indeed. But now there was only curiosity for his luggage, their enchantment with trains and trips and far places.

�How about a game?� said Willie.

They looked doubtful, but, considering the circumstances, nodded. lie dropped his bag and ran out; the white baseball was up in the sun, away to their burning white figures in the far meadow, up in the sun again, rushing, life coming and going in a pattern. Here, there! Mr. and Mrs. Robert Hanlon, Creek Bend, Wisconsin, 1932, the first couple, the first year! Here, there! Henry and Alice Boltz, Limeville, Iowa, 1935! The baseball flying. The Smiths, the Eatons, the Robinsons! 1939! 1945! Husband and wife, husband and wife, husband and wife, no children, no children! A knock on this door, a knock on that.

Pardon me. My name is William. I wonder if ��A sandwich? Come in, sit down. Where you from, son?�

The sandwich, a tall glass of cold milk, the smiling, the nodding, the comfort able, leisurely talking.

�Son, you look like you been traveling. You run off from somewhere?�

�No.�

�Boy, are you an orphan?�

Another glass of milk.

�We always wanted kids. It never worked out. Never knew why. One of those things. Well, well. ft�s getting late, son. Don�t you think you better hit for home?�

�Got no home.�

�A boy like you? Not dry behind the ears? Your mother�ll be worried.�

�Got no borne and no folks anywhere in the world. I wonder if � I wonder � could I sleep here tonight?�

�Well, now, son, I don�t just know. We never considered taking in � � said the husband.

�We got chicken for supper tonight,� said the wife, �enough for extras, enough for company…�

And the years turning and flying away, the voices, and the faces, and the people, and always the same first conversations. The voice of Emily Robinson, in her rocking chair, in summernight darkness, the last night he stayed with her, the night she discovered his secret, her voice saying:

�I look at all the little children�s faces going by. And I sometimes think. What a shame, what a shame, that all these flowers have to be cut, all these bright fires have to be put out. What a shame these, all of these you see in schools or running by, have to get tall and unsightly and wrinkle and turn gray or get bald, and finally, all bone and wheeze, be dead and buried off away. When I hear them laugh I can�t believe they�ll ever go the road I�m going. Yet here they come! I still remember Wordsworth�s poem:

�When all at once I saw a crowd, A host of golden daffodils; Beside the lake, beneath the trees, Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.� That�s how I think of children, cruel as they sometimes are, mean as I know they can be, but not yet showing the meanness around their eyes or in their eyes, not yet full of tiredness. They�re so eager for everything! I guess that�s what I miss most in older folks, the eagerness gone nine times out of ten, the freshness gone, so much of the drive and life down the drain. I like to watch school let out each day. It�s like someone threw a bunch of flowers out of the school front doors. How does it feel, Willie? How does it feel to be young forever? To look like a silver dime new from the mint? Are you happy? Are you as fine as you seem?�

 

The baseball whizzed from the blue sky, stung his hand like a great pale insect. Nursing it, he hears his memory say:

�1 worked with what I had. After my folks died, after I found I couldn�t get man�s work anywhere, I tried carnivals, but they only laughed. “Son,� they said, “you�re not a midget, and even if you are, you look like a boy! We want midgets with midgets� laces! Sorry, son, sorry. So I left home, started out, thinking: What was I? A boy. I looked like a boy, sounded like a boy, so I might as well goon being a boy. No use lighting it. No use screaming. So what could I do? What job was handy? And then one day I saw this man in a restaurant looking at another man�s pictures of his children. “Sure wish I had kids,� he said. “Sure wish I had kids.� He kept shaking his head. And me sitting a few seats away from him, a hamburger in my hands. I sat there, _frozen;� _At that very instant I knew what my job would be for all the rest of my life. There was work for me, after all. Making lonely people happy. Keeping myself busy. Playing forever. I knew I had to play forever. Deliver a few papers, run a few errands, mow a few lawns, maybe. But hard work? No. All I had to do was be a mother�s son and a father�s pride. I turned to the man down the counter from me. “I beg your pardon,� I said. I smiled at him . .

�But, Willie,� said Mrs Emily long ago, �didn�t you ever get lonely? Didn�t you ever want � things � that grown-ups wanted?�

I fought that out alone,� said Willie. �I�m a boy, I told myself, I�ll have to live in a boys� world, read boys� books, play boys� games, cut myself off from everything else. I can�t be both. I got to be only one thing � young. And so I played that way. Oh, it wasn�t easy. There were times �He lapsed into silence.

�And the family you lived with, they never knew?�

�No. Telling them would have spoiled everything. I told them I was a runaway; I let them cheek through official channels, police. Then, when there was no record, let them put in to adopt me. That was best of all; as long as they never guessed. But then, after three years, or five years, they guessed, or a traveling man came through, or a carnival man saw me, and it was over. It always had to end.�

�And you�re very happy and it�s nice being a child for over forty years?�

�It�s a living, as they say; and when you make other people happy, then you�re almost happy too. I got my job to do and I do it.�

He threw the baseball one last time and broke the reverie. Then he was running to seize his luggage. Tom, Bill, Jamie, Bob, Sam � their names moved on his lips. They were embarrassed at his shaking hands.

�After all, Willie, it ain�t as if you�re going to China or Timbuktu. �~

�That�s right, isn�t it?� Willie did not move.

�So long, Willie. See you next week!�

�So long, so long!�

And he was walking off with his suitcase again, looking at the trees, going away from the boys and the street where he had lived, and as he turned the corner a train whistle screamed, and he began to run.

In the early morning, with the smell of the mist and the cold metal, with the iron smell of the train around him and a ill night of traveling shaking his bones and his body, and a smell of the sun beyond the horizon, he awoke and looked out upon a small town just arising from sleep. Lights were coming on, soft voices muttered, a red signal bobbed back and forth, back and forth in the cold air. A porter moved by, shadow in shadows.

�Sir,� said Willie.

The porter stopped.

�What town�s this?� whispered the boy in the dark.

�Valleyville.�

�How many people?�

�Ten thousand. Why? This your stop?�

�It looks green.� Willie gazed out at the cold morning town for a long time. �It looks nice and quiet,� said Willie.

�Son,� said the porter, �you know where you going?�

�Here,� said Willie, and got up quietly in the still, cool, iron-smelling morning, in the train dark, with a rustling arid stir.

�I hope you know what you�re doing, boy,� said the porter.

�Yes, sir,� said Willie. �I know what I�m doing.� And he was down the dark aisle, luggage lifted after him by the porter, and out in the smoking, steaming-cold, beginning-to-lighten morning. He stood looking tip at the porter arid the black metal train against the few remaining stars. The train gave a great wailing blast of whistle, the porters cried out all along the line, the cars jolted, and his special porter waved and smiled down at the boy there, the small boy there with the big luggage who shouted up to him, even as the whistle screamed again.

�What?� shouted the porter, hand cupped to ear.

�Wish me luck!� cried �Millie.

�Best of luck, son,� called the porter, waving, smiling. �Best of luck, boy!�

�Thanks,� said Willie, in the great sound of the train, in the steam and roar.

He watched the black train until it was completely gone away and out of sight. He did not move all the time it was going. He stood quietly, a small boy twelve years old, on the worn wooden platform, and only after three entire minutes did he turn at last to face the empty streets below.

Then, as the sun was rising, he began to walk very fast, so as to keep warm, down into the new town.



	 

	PERHAPS WE ARE GOING AWAY (1953)

	 

	It was a strange thing that could not be told.  It touched along the hairs on his neck as he lay wakening. Eyes shut, he pressed his hands to the dirt.

	 

	Was the earth, shaking old fires under its crust, taming over in its sleep?

	 

	Were buffalo on the dust prairies, in the whistling grass, drumming the sod, moving this way like a dark weather?

	 

	No.  

	What?  What, then?  

	 

	He opened his eyes and was the boy Ho-Awi, of a tribe named for a bird, by the hills named for the shadows of owls, near the great ocean itself, on a day that was evil for no reason.

	 

	Ho-Awi stared at the tent flaps, which shivered like a great beast remembering winter.

	 

	Tell me, he thought, the terrible thing, where does it come from? Whom will it kill?

	 

	He lifted the flap and stepped out into his village.  

	 

	He turned slowly, a boy with bones in his dark cheeks like the keels of all birds flying.  His brown eyes saw god-filled, cloud-filled sky, his cupped car heard thistles ticking the war drums, but still the greater mystery drew him to the edge of the village.

	 

	Here, legend said, the land went on like a tide to another sea. Between here and there was as much earth as there were stars across the night sky.  Somewhere in all that land, storms of black buffalo harvested the grass.  And here stood Ho-Awi, his stomach a fist, wondering, searching, waiting, afraid.

	 

	You too?  said the shadow of a hawk.  

	 

	Ho-Awi turned.  

	 

	It was the shadow of his grandfather's hand that wrote on the wind.

	 

	No.  The grandfather made the sign for silence.  His tongue moved soft in a toothless mouth.  His eyes were small creeks running behind the sunken flesh beds, the cracked sand washes of his face.

	 

	Now they stood on the edge of the day, drawn close by the unknown.

	 

	And Old Man did as the boy had done.  His mummified ear turned, his nostril twitched.  Old Man too ached for same answering growl from any direction that would tell then only a great timber fall of weather had dropped from a distant sky.  But the wind gave no answer, spoke only to itself.

	 

	The Old Man made the sign which said they must go on the Great Hunt.  This, said his hands like mouths, was a day for the rabbit young and the featherless old.  Let no warrior come with them. The hare and the dying vulture must track together.  For only the very

	young saw life ahead, and only the very old saw life behind; the others between were so busy with life they saw nothing.

	 

	The Old Man wheeled slowly in all directions.  

	 

	Yes!  He knew, he was certain, he was sure! To find this thing of darkness would take the innocence of the newborn and the innocence of the blind to see very clear.

	 

	Come!  said the trembling fingers.  

	 

	And snuffling rabbit and earthbound hawk shadowed out of the village into changing weather.

	 

	They searched the high hills to see if the stones lay atop each other, and they were so arranged.  They scanned the prairies, but found only the winds which played there like tribal children all day.  And found arrowheads from old wars.

	 

	No, the Old Man's hand drew on the sky, the men of this nation and that beyond smoke by the summer fires while the squaws cut wood.  It is not arrows flying that we almost hear.

	 

	At last, when the sun sank into the nation of buffalo hunters, the Old Man looked up.

	 

	Birds, his hands cried suddenly, are flying south!  Summer is over!  

	 

	No, the boy's hands said, summer has just begun!  I see no birds!

	 

	They are so high, said the Old Man's fingers, that only the blind can feel their passage.  They shadow the heart more than the earth.  I feel them pass south in my blood.  Summer goes.  We may go with it.  Perhaps we are going away.

	 

	No!  cried the boy aloud, suddenly afraid.  Go where?  Why?  For what?

	 

	Who knows?  said the Old Man, and perhaps we will not move. Still, even without moving, perhaps we are going away.

	 

	No!  Go back!  cried the boy, to the empty sky, the birds unseen, the unshadowed air.  Summer, stay!  

	 

	No use, said the Old One's single hand, moving by itself.  Not you or me or our people can stay this weather. It is a season changed, come to live on the land for all time.

	 

	But from where does it come?  

	 

	This way, said the Old Man at last.

	 

	And in the dusk they looked down at the great waters of the east that went over the edge of the world, where no one had ever gone.

	 

	There.  The Old Man's hand clenched and thrust out.  There it is.

	 

	Far ahead, a single light burned on the shore. 

	 

	With the moon rising, the Old Man and the rabbit boy padded on the sands, heard strange voices in the sea, smelled wild burnings from the now suddenly close fire.

	 

	They crawled on their bellies.  They lay looking in at the light.

	 

	And the more he looked, the colder Ho-Awl became, and he knew that all the Old Man had said was true.

	 

	For drawn to this fire built of sticks and moss, which flickered brightly in the soft evening wind which was cooler now, at the heart of summer, were such creatures as he had never seen. These were men with faces like white-hot coals, with some eyes in these faces as blue as sky.  All these men had glossy hair on their cheeks and chins, which grew to a point.  One man stood with raised lightning in his hand and a great moon of sharp stuff on his head like the face of a fish.  The others had bright, round tinkling crusts of material cleaved to their chests which gonged slightly when they moved. As Ho-Awl watched, some men lifted the ganging bright things from their heads, unskinned the eye-blinding crab shells, the turtle casings from their chests, their arms, their legs, and tossed these discarded sheaths to the sand.  Doing this, the creatures laughed, while out in the bay stood a black shape on the waters, a great dark canoe with things like torn clouds hung on poles over it.

	 

	After a long while of holding their breath, the Old Man and the boy went away.

	 

	From a hill, they watched the fire that was no bigger than a star now. You could wink it out with an eyelash.  If you closed your eyes, it was destroyed.

	 

	Still, it remained.  

	 

	Is this, asked the boy, the great happening?

	 

	The Old One's face was that of a fallen eagle, filled with dreadful years and unwanted wisdom.  The eyes were resplendently bright, as they welled with a rise of cold clear water in which all could be seen, like a river that drank the sky and earth and knew it, accepted silently and would not deny the accumulation of dust, time, shape, sound and destiny.

	 

	The Old Man nodded, once.  This was the terrible weather.  This was how summer would end.  This made the birds wheel south, shadowless, through a grieving land.

	 

	The worn hands stopped moving.  The time of questions was done.

	 

	Far away, the fire leaped.  One of the creatures moved.  The bright stuff on his tortoise-shell body flashed.  It was like an arrow cutting a wound in the night.

	 

	Then the boy vanished in darkness following the eagle and the hawk that lived in the stone body of his grandfather.

	 

	Below, the sea reared up and poured another great sail wave in billions of pieces which crashed and hissed like knives swarming along the continental shores.

	 



The Dwarf




1953
Aimee watched the sky, quietly.

Tonight was one of those motionless hot summer nights. The concrete pier empty, the strung red, white, yellow bulbs burning like insects in the air above the wooden emptiness. The managers of the various carnival pitches stood, like melting wax dummies, eyes staring blindly, not talking, all down the line.

Two customers had passed through an hour before. Those two lonely people were now in the roller coaster, screaming murderously as it plummeted down the blazing night, around one emptiness after another.

Aimee moved slowly across the strand, a few worn wooden hoopla rings sticking to her wet hands. She stopped behind the ticket booth that fronted the MIRROR MAZE. She saw herself grossly misrepresented in three rippled mirrors outside the Maze. A thousand tired replicas of herself dissolved in the corridor beyond, hot images among so much clear coolness.

She stepped inside the ticket booth and stood looking a long while at Ralph Banghart’s thin neck. He clenched an unlit cigar between his long uneven yellow teeth as he laid out a battered game of solitaire on the ticket shelf.

When the roller coaster wailed and fell in its terrible avalanche again, she was reminded to speak.

“What kind of people go up in roller coasters?”

Ralph Banghart worked his cigar a full thirty seconds. “People wanna die. That rollie coaster’s the handiest thing to dying there is.” He sat listening to the faint sound of rifle shots from the shooting gallery. “This whole damn carny business’s crazy. For instance, that dwarf. You seen him? Every night, pays his dime, runs in the Mirror Maze all the way back through to Screwy Louie’s Room. You should see this little runt head back there. My God!”

“Oh, yes,” said Aimee, remembering. “I always wonder what it’s like to be a dwarf. I always feel sorry when I see him.”

“I could play him like an accordion.”

“Don’t say that!”

“My Lord.” Ralph patted her thigh with a free hand. “The way you carry on about guys you never even met.” He shook his head and chuckled. “Him and his secret. Only he don’t know I know, see? Boy howdy!”

“It’s a hot night.” She twitched the large wooden hoops nervously on her damp fingers.

“Don’t change the subject. He’ll be here, rain or shine.”

Aimee shifted her weight.

Ralph seized her elbow. “Hey! You ain’t mad? You wanna see that dwarf, don’t you? Sh!” Ralph turned. “Here he comes now!”

The Dwarf’s hand, hairy and dark, appeared all by itself reaching up into the booth window with a silver dime. An invisible person called, “One!” in a high, child’s voice.

Involuntarily, Aimee bent forward.

The Dwarf looked up at her, resembling nothing more than a dark-eyed, dark-haired, ugly man who has been locked in a winepress, squeezed and wadded down and down, fold on fold, agony on agony, until a bleached, out-raged mass is left, the face bloated shapelessly, a face you know must stare wide-eyed and awake at two and three and four o’clock in the morning, lying flat in bed, only the body asleep.

Ralph tore a yellow ticket in half. “One!”

The Dwarf, as if frightened by an approaching storm, pulled his black coat-lapels tightly about his throat and waddled swiftly. A moment later, ten thousand lost and wandering dwarfs wriggled between the mirror flats, like frantic dark beetles, and vanished.

“Quick!”

Ralph squeezed Aimee along a dark passage behind the mirrors. She felt him pat her all the way back through the tunnel to a thin partition with a peekhole.

“This is rich,” he chuckled. “Go on�look.”

Aimee hesitated, then put her face to the partition. “You see him?” Ralph whispered.

Aimee felt her heart beating. A full minute passed.

There stood the Dwarf in the middle of the small blue room. His eyes were shut. He wasn’t ready to open them yet. Now, now he opened his eyelids and looked at a large mirror set before him. And what he saw in the mirror made him smile. He winked, he pirouetted, he stood sidewise, he waved, he bowed, he did a little clumsy dance.

And the mirror repeated each motion with long, thin arms, with a tall, tall body, with a huge wink and an enormous repetition of the dance, ending in a gigantic bowl

“Every night the same thing,” whispered Ralph in Aimee’s ear. “Ain’t that rich?”

Aimee turned her head and looked at Ralph steadily out of her motionless face, for a long time, and she said nothing. Then, as if she could not help herself, she moved her head slowly and very slowly back to stare once more through the opening. She held her breath. She felt her eyes begin to water.

Ralph nudged her, whispering.

“Hey, what’s the little gink doin’ now?’

 

They were drinking coffee and not looking at each other in the ticket booth half an hour later, when the Dwarf came out of the mirrors. He took his hat off and started to approach the booth, when he saw Aimee and hurried away.

“He wanted something,” said Aimee.

“Yeah.” Ralph squashed out his cigarette, idly. “I know what, too. But he hasn’t got the nerve to ask. One night in this squeaky little voice he says, ‘I bet those mirrors are expensive.’ Well, I played dumb. I said yeah they were. He sort of looked at me, waiting, and when I didn’t say any more, he went home, but next night he said, ‘I bet those mirrors cost fifty, a hundred bucks.’ I bet they do, I said. I laid me out a band of solitaire.”

“Ralph,” she said.

He glanced up. “Why you look at me that way?”

“Ralph,” she said, “why don’t you sell him one of your extra ones?”

“Look, Aimee, do I tell you how to run your hoop circus?”

“How much do those mirrors cost?”

“I can get ‘em secondhand for thirty-five bucks.”

“Why don’t you tell him where he can buy one, then?”

“Aimee, you’re not smart.” He laid his hand on her knee. She moved her knee away. “Even if I told him where to go, you think he’d buy one? Not on your life. And why? He’s self-conscious. Why, if he even knew I knew he was flirtin’ around in front of that mirror in Screwy Louie’s Room, he’d never come back. He plays like he’s goin’ through the Maze to get lost, like everybody else. Pretends like he don’t care about that special room. Always waits for business to turn bad, late nights, so he has that room to himself. What he does for entertainment on nights when business is good. God knows. No, sir, he wouldn’t dare go buy a mirror anywhere. He ain’t got no friends, and even if he did he couldn’t ask them to buy him a thing like that. Pride, by God, pride. Only reason he even mentioned it to me is I’m practically the only guy he knows. Besides, look at him�he ain’t got enough to buy a mirror like those. He might be savin’ up, but where in hell in the world today can a dwarf work? Dime a dozen, drug on the market, outside of circuses.”

“I feel awful. I feel sad.” Aimee sat staring at the empty boardwalk. “Where does he live?”

“Flytrap down on the waterfront. The Ganghes Arms. Why?”

“I’m madly in love with him, if you must know.”

He grinned around his cigar. “Aimee,” he said. “You and your very funny jokes.”

 

A warm night, a hot morning, and a blazing noon. The sea was a sheet of burning tinsel and glass.

Aimee came walking, in the locked-up carnival alleys out over the warm sea, keeping in the shade, half a dozen sun-bleached magazines under her arm. She opened a flaking door and called into hot darkness. “Ralph?” She picked her way through the black hall behind the mirrors, her heels tacking the wooden floor. “Ralph?”

Someone stirred sluggishly on the canvas cot. “Aimee?”

He sat up and screwed a dim light bulb into the dressing table socket. He squinted at her, half blinded. “Hey, you look like the cat swallowed a canary.”

“Ralph, I came about the midget!”

“Dwarf, Aimee honey, dwarf. A midget is in the cells, born that way. A dwarf is in the glands… .”

“Ralph! I just found out the most wonderful thing about him!”

“Honest to God,” he said to his hands, holding them out as witnesses to his disbelief. “This woman! Who in hell gives two cents for some ugly little��”

“Ralph!” She held out the magazines, her eyes shining. “He’s a writer! Think of that!”

“It’s a pretty hot day for thinking.” He lay back and examined her, smiling faintly.

“I just happened to pass the Ganghes Arms, and saw Mr. Greeley, the manager. He says the typewriter runs all night in Mr. Big’s room!”

“Is that his name?” Ralph began to roar with laughter.

“Writes just enough pulp detective stories to live. I found one of his stories in the secondhand magazine place, and, Ralph, guess what?”

“I’m tired, Aimee.”

“This little guy’s got a soul as big as all outdoors; he’s got everything in his head!”

“Why ain’t he writin’ for the big magazines, then, I ask you?”

“Because maybe he’s afraid�maybe he doesn’t know he can do it. That happens. People don’t believe in themselves. But if he only tried, I bet he could sell stories anywhere in the world.”

“Why ain’t he rich, I wonder?”

“Maybe because ideas come slow because he’s down in the dumps. Who wouldn’t be? So small that way? I bet it’s hard to think of anything except being so small and living in a one-room cheap apartment.”

“Hell!” snorted Ralph. “You talk like Florence Nightingale’s grandma.”

She held up the magazine. “I’ll read you part of his crime story. It’s got all the guns and tough people, but it’s told by a dwarf. I bet the editors never guessed the author knew what he was writing about. Oh, please don’t sit there like that, Ralph! Listen.”

And she began to read aloud.

“I am a dwarf and I am a murderer. The two things can-not be separated. One is the cause of the other.

“The man I murdered used to stop me on the street when I was twenty-one, pick me up in his arms, kiss my brow, croon wildly to me, sing Rock-a-bye Baby, haul me into meat markets, toss me on the scales and cry, ‘Watch it. Don’t weigh your thumb, there, butcher!”

“Do you see how our lives moved toward murder? This fool, this persecutor of my flesh and soul!

“As for my childhood: my parents were small people, not quite dwarfs, not quite. My father’s inheritance kept us in a doll’s house, an amazing thing like a white-scrolled wedding cake�little rooms, little chairs, miniature paintings, cameos, ambers with insects caught inside, everything tiny, tiny, tiny! The world of Giants far away, an ugly rumor beyond the garden wall. Poor mama, papa! They meant only the best for me. They kept me, like a porcelain vase, small and treasured, to themselves, in our ant world, our beehive rooms, our microscopic library, our land of beetle-sized doors and moth windows. Only now do I see the magnificent size of my parents’ psychosis! They must have dreamed they would live forever, keeping me like a butterfly under glass. But first father died, and then fire ate up the little house, the wasp’s nest, and every postage-stamp mirror and saltcellar closet within. Mama, too, gone! And myself alone, watching the fallen embers, tossed out into a world of Monsters and Titans, caught in a landslide of reality, rushed, rolled, and smashed to the bottom of the cliff!

“It took me a year to adjust. A job with a sideshow was unthinkable. There seemed no place for me in the world. And then, a month ago, the Persecutor came into my life, clapped a bonnet on my unsuspecting head, and cried to friends, ‘I want you to meet the little woman!’ “

Aimee stopped reading. Her eyes were unsteady and the magazine shook as she handed it to Ralph. “You finish it. The rest is a murder story. It’s all right. But don’t you see? That little man. That little man.”

Ralph tossed the magazine aside and lit a cigarette lazily. “I like Westerns better.”

“Ralph, you got to read it. He needs someone to tell him how good he is and keep him writing.”

Ralph looked at her, his head to one side. “And guess who’s going to do it? Well, well, ain’t we just the Saviour’s right hand?”

“I won’t listen!”

“Use your head, damn it! You go busting in on him he’ll. think you’re handing him pity. He’ll chase you screamin’ outa his room.”

She sat down, thinking about it slowly, trying to turn it over and see it from every side. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Oh, it’s not just pity, Ralph, honest. But maybe it’d look like it to him. I’ve got to be awful careful.”

He shook her shoulder back and forth, pinching softly, with his fingers. “Hell, hell, lay off him, is all I ask; you’ll get nothing but trouble for your dough. God, Aimee, I never seen you so hepped on anything. Look, you and me, let’s make it a day, take a lunch, get us some gas, and just drive on down the coast as far as we can drive; swim, have supper, see a good show in some little town�to hell with the carnival, how about it? A damn nice day and no worries. I been savin’ a coupla bucks.”

“It’s because I know he’s different,” she said, looking off into darkness. “It’s because he’s something we can never be�you and me and all the rest of us here on the pier. It’s so funny, so funny. Life fixed him so he’s good for nothing but carny shows, yet there he is on the land. And life made us so we wouldn’t have to work in the carny shows, but here we are, anyway, way out here at sea on the pier. Some-times it seems a million miles to shore. How come, Ralph, that we got the bodies, but he’s got the brains and can think things we’ll never even guess?”

“You haven’t even been listening to me!” said Ralph.

She sat with him standing over her, his voice far away. Her eyes were half shut and her hands were in her lap, twitching.

“I don’t like that shrewd look you’re getting on,” he said, finally.

She opened her purse slowly and took out a small roll of bills and started counting. “Thirty-five, forty dollars. There. I’m going to phone Billie Fine and have him send out one of those tall-type mirrors to Mr. Bigelow at the Ganghes Arms. Yes, I am!”

“What!”

“Think how wonderful for him, Ralph, having one in his own room any time he wants it. Can I use your phone?”

“Go ahead, be nutty.”

Ralph turned quickly and walked off down the tunnel. A door slammed.

Aimee waited, then after a while put her hands to the phone and began to dial, with painful slowness. She paused between numbers, holding her breath, shutting her eyes, thinking how it might seem to be small in the world, and then one day someone sends a special mirror by. A mirror for your room where you can hide away with the big reflection of yourself, shining, and write stories and stories, never going out into the world unless you had to. How might it be then, alone, with the wonderful illusion all in one piece in the room. Would it make you happy or sad, would it help your writing or hurt it? She shook her head back and forth, back and forth. At least this way there would be no one to look down at you. Night after night, perhaps rising secretly at three in the cold morning, you could wink and dance around and smile and wave at yourself, so tall, so tall, so very fine and tall in the bright looking-glass.

A telephone voice said, “Billie Fine’s.”

“Oh, Billie!” she cried.

 

Night came in over the pier. The ocean lay dark and loud under the planks. Ralph sat cold and waxen in his glass coffin, laying out the cards, his eyes fixed, his mouth stiff. At his elbow, a growing pyramid of burnt cigarette butts grew larger. When Aimee walked along under the hot red and blue bulbs, smiling, waving, he did not stop setting the cards down slow and very slow. “Hi, Ralph!” she said.

“How’s the love affair?” he asked, drinking from a dirty glass of iced water. “How’s Charlie Boyer, or is it Cary Grant?”

“I just went and bought me a new hat,” she said, smiling. “Gosh, I feel good! You know why? Billie Fine’s sending a mirror out tomorrow! Can’t you just see the nice little guy’s face?”

“I’m not so hot at imagining.”

“Oh, Lord, you’d think I was going to marry him or something.”

“Why not? Carry him around in a suitcase. People say, Where’s your husband? all you do is open your bag, yell, Here he is! Like a silver comet. Take him outa his case any old hour, play a tune, stash him away. Keep a little sandbox for him on the back porch.”

“I was feeling so good,” she said.

“Benevolent is the word.” Ralph did not look at her, his mouth tight. “Ben-ev-o-_lent_. I suppose this all comes from me watching him through that knothole, getting my kicks? That why you sent the mirror? People like you run around with tambourines, taking the joy out of my life.”

“Remind me not to come to your place for drinks any more. I’d rather go with no people at all than mean people.”

Ralph exhaled a deep breath. “Aimee, Aimee. Don’t you know you can’t help that guy? He’s bats. And this crazy thing of yours is like saying, Go ahead, be batty, I’ll help you, pal.”

“Once in a lifetime anyway, it’s nice to make a mistake if you think it’ll do somebody some good,” she said.

“God deliver me from do-gooders, Aimee.”

“Shut up, shut up!” she cried, and then said nothing more.

He let the silence lie awhile, and then got up, putting his finger-printed glass aside. “Mind the booth for me?”

“Sure. Why?”

She saw ten thousand cold white images of him stalking down the glassy corridors, between mirrors, his mouth straight and his fingers working themselves.

She sat in the booth for a full minute and then suddenly shivered. A small clock ticked in the booth and she turned the deck of cards over, one by one, waiting. She heard a hammer pounding and knocking and pounding again, far away inside the Maze; a silence, more waiting, and then ten thousand images folding and refolding and dissolving, Ralph striding, looking out at ten thousand images of her in the booth. She heard his quiet laughter as he came down the ramp.

“Well, what’s put you in such a good mood?” she asked, suspiciously.

“Aimee,” he said, carelessly, “we shouldn’t quarrel. You say tomorrow Billie’s sending that mirror to Mr. Big’s?”

“You’re not going to try anything funny?”

“Me?” He moved her out of the booth and took over the cards, humming, his eyes bright. “Not me, oh no, not me.” He did not look at her, but started quickly to slap out the cards. She stood behind him. Her right eye began to twitch a little. She folded and unfolded her arms. A minute ticked by. The only sound was the ocean under the night pier, Ralph breathing in the heat, the soft ruffle of the cards. The sky over the pier was hot and thick with clouds. Out at sea, faint glows of lightning were beginning to show.

“Ralph,” she said at last.

“Relax, Aimee,” he said.

“About that trip you wanted to take down the coast”

“Tomorrow,” he said. “Maybe next month. Maybe next year. Old Ralph Banghart’s a patient guy. I’m not worried, Aimee. Look.” He held up a hand. “I’m calm.”

She waited for a roll of thunder at sea to fade away. “I just don’t want you mad, is all. I just don’t want anything bad to happen, promise me.”

The wind, now warm, now cool, blew along the pier. There was a smell of rain in the wind. The clock ticked. Aimee began to perspire heavily, watching the cards move and move. Distantly, you could hear targets being hit and the sound of the pistols at the shooting gallery.

And then, there he was.

Waddling along the lonely concourse, under the insect bulbs, his face twisted and dark, every movement an effort. From a long way down the pier he came, with Aimee watching. She wanted to say to him. This is your last night, the last time you’ll have to embarrass yourself by coming here, the last time you’ll have to put up with being watched by Ralph, even in secret. She wished she could cry out and laugh and say it right in front of Ralph. But she said nothing.

“Hello, hello!” shouted Ralph. “It’s free, on the house, tonight! Special for old customers!”

The Dwarf looked up, startled, his little black eyes darting and swimming in confusion. His mouth formed the word thanks and he turned, one hand to his neck, pulling his tiny lapels tight up about his convulsing throat, the other hand clenching the silver dime secretly. Looking back, he gave a little nod, and then scores of dozens of compressed and tortured faces, burnt a strange dark color by the lights, wandered in the glass corridors.

“Ralph,” Aimee took his elbow. “What’s going on?”

He grinned. “I’m being benevolent, Aimee, benevolent.

“Ralph,” she said.

“Sh,” he said. “Listen.”

They waited in the booth in the long warm silence.

Then, a long way off, muffled, there was a scream.

“Ralph!” said Aimee.

“Listen, listen!” he said.

There was another scream, and another and still another, and a threshing and a pounding and a breaking, a rushing around and through the maze. There, there, wildly colliding and richocheting, from mirror to mirror, shrieking hysterically and sobbing, tears on his face, mouth gasped open, came Mr. Bigelow. He fell out in the blazing night air, glanced about wildly, wailed, and ran off down the pier.

“Ralph, what happened?”

Ralph sat laughing and slapping at his thighs.

She slapped his face. “What’d you do?”

He didn’t quite stop laughing. “Come on. I’ll show you!”

And then she was in the maze, rushed from white-hot mirror to mirror, seeing her lipstick all red fire a thousand times repeated on down a burning silver cavern where strange hysterical women much like herself followed a quick-moving, smiling man. “Come on!” he cried. And they broke free into a dust-smelling tiny room.

“Ralph!” she said.

They both stood on the threshold of the little room where the Dwarf had come every night for a year. They both stood where the Dwarf had stood each night, before opening his eyes to see the miraculous image in front of him.

Aimee shuffled slowly, one hand out, into the dim room.

The mirror had been changed.

This new mirror made even normal people small, small, small; it made even tall people little and dark and twisted smaller as you moved forward.

And Aimee stood before it thinking and thinking that if it made big people small, standing here, God, what would it do to a dwarf, a tiny dwarf, a dark dwarf, a startled and lonely dwarf?

She turned and almost fell. Ralph stood looking at her. “Ralph,” she said. “God, why did you do it?”

“Aimee, come back!”

She ran out through the mirrors, crying. Staring with blurred eyes, it was hard to find the way, but she found it. She stood blinking at the empty pier, started to run one way, then another, then still another, then stopped. Ralph came up behind her, talking, but it was like a voice heard behind a wall late at night, remote and foreign.

“Don’t talk to me,” she said.

Someone came running up the pier. It was Mr. Kelly from the shooting gallery. “Hey, any you see a little guy just now? Little stiff swiped a pistol from my place, loaded, run off before I’d get a hand on him! You help me find him?”

And Kelly was gone, sprinting, turning his head to search between all the canvas sheds, on away under the hot blue and red and yellow strung bulbs.

Aimee rocked back and forth and took a step.

“Aimee, where you going?”

She looked at Ralph as if they had just turned a comer, strangers passing, and bumped into each other. “I guess,” she said, “I’m going to help search.”

“You won’t be able to do nothing.”

“I got to try, anyway. Oh God, Ralph, this is all my fault! I shouldn’t have phoned Billie Fine! I shouldn’t’ve ordered a mirror and got you so mad you did this! It’s me should’ve gone to Mr. Big, not a crazy thing like I bought! I’m going to find him if it’s the last thing I ever do in my life.”

Swinging about slowly, her cheeks wet, she saw the quivery mirrors that stood in front of the Maze, Ralph’s reflection was in one of them. She could not take her eyes away from the image; it held her in a cool and trembling fascination, with her mouth open.

“Aimee, what’s wrong? What’re you��”

He sensed where she was looking and twisted about to see what was going on. His eyes widened.

He scowled at the blazing mirror.

A horrid, ugly little man, two feet high, with a pale, squashed face under an ancient straw hat, scowled back at him. Ralph stood there glaring at himself, his hands at his sides.

Aimee walked slowly and then began to walk fast and then began to run. She ran down the empty pier and the wind blew warm and it blew large drops of hot rain out of the sky on her all the time she was running.



The Flying Machine




1953
In the year A.D. 400, the Emperor Yuan held his throne by the Great Wall of China, and the land was green with rain, readying itself toward the harvest, at peace, the people in his dominion neither too happy nor too sad.

Early on the morning of the first day of the first week of the second month of the new year, the Emperor Yuan was sipping tea and fanning himself against a warm breeze when a servant ran across the scarlet and blue garden tiles, calling, “Oh, Emperor, Emperor, a miracle!”

“Yes,” said the Emperor, “the air is sweet this morning.”

“No, no, a miracle!” said the servant, bowing quickly.

“And this tea is good in my mouth, surely that is a miracle.”

“No, no, Your Excellency.”

“Let me guess then - the sun has risen and a new day is upon us. Or the sea is blue. That now is the finest of all miracles.”

“Excellency, a man is flying!”

“What?” The Emperor stopped his fan.

“I saw him in the air, a man flying with wings. I heard a Voice call out of the sky, and when I looked up, there he was, a dragon in the heavens with a man in its mouth, a dragon of paper and bamboo, coloured like the sun and the grass.”

“It is early,” said the Emperor, “and you have just wakened from a dream.”

“It is early, but I have seen what I have seen! Come, and you will see it too.”

“Sit down with me here,” said the Emperor. “Drink some tea. It must be a strange thing, if it is true, to see a man fly. You must have time to think of it, even as I must have time to prepare myself for the sight.” They drank tea.

“Please,” said the servant at last, “or he will be gone.” The Emperor rose thoughtfully. “Now you may show me what you have seen.”

They walked into a garden, across a meadow of grass, over a small bridge, through a grove of trees, and up a tiny hill.

“There!” said the servant.

The Emperor looked into the sky.

And in the sky, laughing so high that you could hardly hear him laugh, was a man; and the man was clothed in bright papers and reeds to make wings and a beautiful yellow tail, and he was soaring all about like the largest bird in a universe of birds, like a new dragon in a land of ancient dragons.

The man called down to them from high in the cool winds of morning. “I fly, I fly!”

The servant waved to him. “Yes,yes!”

The Emperor Yuan did not move. Instead he looked at the Great Wall of China now taking shape out of the farthest mist in the green hills, that splendid snake of stones which writhed with majesty across the entire land. That wonderful wall which had protected them for a timeless time from enemy hordes and preserved peace for years without number. He saw the town, nestled to itself by a river and a road and a hill, beginning to waken.

“Tell me,” he said to his servant, “has anyone else seen this flying man?”

“I am the only one, Excellency,” said the servant, smiling at the sky, waving.

The Emperor watched the heavens another minute and then said, “Call him down to me.”

“Ho, come down, come down! The Emperor wishes to see you!” called the servant, hands cupped to his shouting mouth.

The Emperor glanced in all directions while the flying man soared down the morning wind. He saw a farmer, early in his fields, watchihg the sky, and he noted where the farmer stood.

The flying man alit with a rustle of paper and a creak of bamboo reeds. He came proudly to the Emperor, clumsy in his rig, at last bowing before the old man.

“What have you done?” demanded the Emperor.

“I have flown in the sky, Your Excellency,” replied the man.

“What have you done?” said the Emperor again.

“I have just told you!” cried the flier.

“You have told me nothing at all.” The Emperor reached out a thin hand to touch the pretty paper and the birdlike keel of the apparatus. It smelled cool, of the wind.

“Is it not beautiful, Excellency?”

“Yes, too beautiful.”

“It is the only one in the world!” smiled the man. “And I am the inventor.”

“The only one in the world?” “I swear it!”

“Who else knows of this?”

“No one. Not even my wife, who would think me mad with the son. She thought I was making a kite. I rose in the night and walked to the cliffs far away. And when the morning breezes blew and the sun rose, I gathered my courage, Excellency, and leaped from the cliff. I flew! But my wife does not know of it.”

“Well for her, then,” said the Emperor. “Come along.”

They walked back to the great house. The sun was full in the sky now, and the smell of the grass was refreshing.

The Emperor, the servant, and the flier paused within the huge garden.

The Emperor clapped his hands. “Ho, guards!” The guards came running. “Hold this man.” The guards seized the flier. “Call the executioner,” said the Emperor. “What’s this!” cried the flier, bewildered. “What have I done?” He began to weep, so that the beautiful paper apparatus rustled.

“Here is the man who has made a certain machine,” said the Emperor, “and yet asks us what he has created. He does not know himself. It is only necessary that he create, without knowing why he has done so, or what this thing will do.”

The executioner came running with a sharp silver ax. He stood with his naked, large-muscled arms ready, his face covered with a serene white mask.

“One moment,” said the Emperor. He turned to a nearby table upon which sat a machine that he himself had created. The Emperor took a tiny golden key from his own neck. He fitted his key to the tiny, delicate machine and wound it up. Then he set the machine going.

The machine was a garden of metal and jewels. Set in motion, the birds sangs in tiny metal trees, wolves walked through miniature forests, and tiny people ran in and out of sun and shadow, fanning themselves with miniature fans, listening to tiny emerald birds, and standing by impossibly small but tinkling fountains.

“Is It not beautiful?” said the Emperor. “If you asked me what I have done here, I could answer you well. I have made birds sing, I have made forests murmur, I have set people to walking in this woodland, enjoying the leaves and shadows and songs. That is what I have done.”

“But, oh, Emperor!” pleaded the flier, on his knees, the tears pouring down his face. “I have done a similar thing! I have found beauty. I have flown on the morning wind. I have looked down on all the sleeping houses and gardens. I have smelled the sea and even seen it, beyond the hills, from my high place. And I have soared like a bird; oh, I cannot say how beautiful it is up there, in the sky, with the wind about me, the wind blowing me here like a feather, there like a fan, the way the sky smells in the morning! And how free one feels! That is beautiful, Emperor, that is beautiful too!”

“Yes,” said the Emperor sadly, “I know it must be true. For I felt my heart move with you in the air and I wondered: What is it like? How does it feel? How do the distant pools look from so high? And how my houses and servants? Like ants? And how the distant towns not yet awake?”

“Then spare me!”

“But there are times,” said the Emperor, more sadly still, “when one must lose a little beauty if one is to keep what little beauty one already has. I do not fear you, yourself, but I fear another man.”

“What man?”

“Some other man who, seeing you, will build a thing of bright papers and bamboo like this. But the other man will have an evil face and an evil heart, and the beauty will be gone. It is this man I fear.”

“Why? Why?”

“Who is to say that someday just such a man, in just such an apparatus of paper and reed, might not fly in the sky and drop huge stones upon the Great Wall of China?” said the Emperor.

No one moved or said a word.

“Off with his head,” said the Emperor.

The executioner whirled his silver ax.

“Burn the kite and the inventor’s body and bury their ashes together,” said the Emperor.

The servants retreated to obey.

The Emperor turned to his hand-servant, who had seen the man flying. “Hold your tongue. It was all a dream, a most sorrowful and beautiful dream. And that farmer in the distant field who also saw, tell him it would pay him to consider it only a vision. If ever the word passes around, you and the farmer die within the hour.”

“You are merciful, Emperor.”

“No, not merciful,” said the old man. Beyond the garden wall he saw the guards burning the beautiful machine of paper and reeds that smelled of the morning wind. He saw he dark smoke climb into the sky. “No, only very much bewildered and afraid.” He saw the guards digging a tiny pit wherein to bury the ashes. “What is the life of one man against those of a million others? I must take solace from that thought.”

He took the key from its chain about his neck and once more wound up the beautiful miniature garden. He stood looking out across the land at the Great Wall, the peaceful town, the green fields, the rivers and streams. He sighed. The tiny garden whirred its hidden and delicate machinery and set itself in motion; tiny people walked in forests, tiny faces loped through sun-speckled glades in beautiful shining pelts, and among the tiny trees flew little bits of high song and bright blue and yellow colour, flying, flying, flying in that small sky.

“Oh,” said the Emperor, closing his eyes, “look at the birds, look at the birds!”



The Garbage Collector
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This is how his work was: He got up at five in the cold dark morning and washed his face with warm water if the heater was working and cold water if the heater was not working. He shaved carefully, talking out to his wife in the kitchen, who was fixing ham and eggs or pancakes or whatever it was that morning. By six o’clock he was driving on his way to work alone, and parking his car in the big yard where all the other men parked their cars as the sun was coming up. The colors of the sky that time of morning were orange and blue violet and sometimes very red and sometimes yellow or a clear color like water on white rock. Some mornings he could see his breath on the air and some mornings he could not. But as the sun was still rising he knocked his fist on the side of the green truck, and his driver, smiling and saying hello, would climb in the other side of the truck and they would drive out into the great city and go down all the streets until they came to the place where they started work. Sometimes, on the way, they stopped for black coffee and then went on, the warmness in them. And they began the work which meant that he jumped off in front of each house and picked up the garbage cans and brought them back and took off their lids and knocked them against the bin edge, which made the orange peels and cantaloupe rinds and coffee grounds fall out and thump down and begin to fill the empty truck. There were always steak bones and the heads of fish and pieces of green onion and state celery. If the garbage was new it wasn’t so bad, but if it was very old it was bad. He was not sure if he liked the job or not, but it was a job and he did it well, talking about it a lot at some times and sometimes not thinking of it in any way at all. Some days the job was wonderful, for you were out early and the air was cool and fresh until you had worked too long and the sun got hot and the garbage steamed early. But mostly it was a job significant enough to keep him busy and calm and looking at the houses and cut lawns he passed by and seeing how everybody lived. And once or twice a month he was surprised to find that he loved the job and that it was the finest job in the world.

It went on just that way for many years. And then suddenly the job changed for him. It changed in a single day. Later he often wondered how a job could change so much in such a few short hours.

 

He walked into the apartment and did not see his wife or hear her voice, but she was there, and he walked to a chair and let her stand away from him, watching him as he touched the chair and sat down in it without saying a word. He sat there for a long time.

“What’s wrong?” At last her voice came through to him. She must have said it three or four times.

“Wrong?” He looked at this woman and yes, it was his wife all right, it was someone he knew, and this was their apartment with the tall ceilings and the worn carpeting.

“Something happened at work today,” he said.

She waited for him.

“On my garbage truck, something happened.” His tongue moved dryly on his lips and his eyes shut over his seeing until there was all blackness and no light of any sort and it was like standing alone in a room when you got out of bed in the middle of a dark night. “I think I’m going to quit my job. Try to understand.”

“Understand!” she cried.

“It can’t be helped. This is all the strangest damned thing that ever happened to me in my life.” He opened his eyes and sat there, his hands feeling cold when he rubbed his thumb and forefingers together. “The thing that happened was strange.”

“Well, don’t just sit there?”

He took part of a newspaper from the pocket of his leather jacket. “This is today’s paper,” he said. “December 10, 1951. Los Angeles Times. Civil Defense Bulletin. It says they’re buying radios for our garbage trucks.”

“Well, what’s so bad about a little music?”

“No music. You don’t understand. No music.”

He opened his rough hand and drew with one clean fingernail, slowly, trying to put everything there where he could see it and she could see it. “In this article the mayor says they’ll put sending and receiving apparatus on every garbage truck in town.” He squinted at his hand. “After the atom bombs hit our city, those radios will talk to us. And then our garbage trucks will go pick up the bodies.”

“Well, that seems practical. When -”

“The garbage trucks,” he said, “go out and pick up all the bodies.”

“You can’t just leave bodies around, can you? You’ve got to take them and -” His wife shut her mouth very slowly. She blinked, one time only, and she did this very slowly also. He watched that one slow blink of her eyes. Then, with a turn of her body, as if someone else had turned it for her, she walked to a chair, paused, thought how to do it, and sat down, very straight and stiff. She said nothing.

He listened to his wrist watch ticking, but with only a small part of his attention.

At last she laughed. “They were joking!”

He shook his head. He felt his head moving from left to right and from right to left, as slowly as everything else had happened. “No. They put a receiver on my truck today. They said, at the alert, if you’re working, dump your garbage anywhere. When we radio you, get in there and haul out the dead.”

Some water in the kitchen boiled over loudly. She let it boil for five seconds and then held the arm of the chair with one hand and got up and found the door and went out. The boiling sound stopped. She stood in the door and then walked back to where he still sat, not moving, his head in one position only.

“It’s all blueprinted out. They have squads, sergeants, captains, corporals, everything,” he said. “We even know where to bring the bodies.”

“So you’ve been thinking about it all day,” she said.

“All day since this morning. I thought: Maybe now I don’t want to be a garbage collector any more. It used to be Tom and me had fun with a kind of game. You got to do that. Garbage is bad. But if you work at it you can make a game. Tom and me did that. We watched people’s garbage. We saw what kind they had. Steak bones in rich houses, lettuce and orange peel in poor ones. Sure it’s silly, but a guy’s got to make his work as good as he can and worth while or why in hell do it? And you’re your own boss, in a way, on a truck. You get out early in the morning and it’s an outdoor job, anyway; you see the sun come up and you see the town get up, and that’s not bad at all. But now, today, all of a sudden it’s not the kind of job for me any more.”

His wife started to talk swiftly. She named a lot of things and she talked about a lot more, but before she got very far he cut gently across her talking. “I know, I know, the kids and school, our car, I know,” he said. “And bills and money and credit. But what about that farm Dad left us? Why can’t we move there, away from cities? I know a little about farming. We could stock up, hole in, have enough to live on for months if anything happened.”

She said nothing.

“Sure, all of our friends are here in town,” he went on reasonably. “And movies and shows and the kids’ friends, and….”

She took a deep breath. “Can’t we think it over a few more days?”

“I don’t know. I’m afraid of that. I’m afraid if I think it over, about my truck and my new work, I’ll get used to it. And, oh Christ, it just doesn’t seem right a man, a human being, should ever let himself get used to any idea like that.”

She shook her head slovly, looking at the windows, the gray walls, the dark pictures on the walls. She tightened her hands. She started to open her mouth.

“I’ll think tonight,” he said. “I’ll stay up a while. By morning I’ll know what to do.”

“Be careful with the children. It wouldn’t be good, their knowing all this.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Let’s not talk any more, then. I’ll finish dinner!” She jumped up and put her hands to her face and then looked at her hands and at the sunlight in the windows. “Why, the kids’ll be home any minute.”

“I’m not very hungry.”

“You got to eat, you just got to keep on going.” She hurried off, leaving him alone in the middle of a room where not a breeze stirred the curtains, and only the gray ceiling hung over him with a lonely bulb unlit in it, like an old moon in a sky. He was quiet. He massaged his face with both hands. He got up and stood alone in the dining-room door and walked forward and felt himself sit down and remain seated in a dining-room chair. He saw his hands spread on the white tablecloth, open and empty.

“All afternoon,” he said, “I’ve thought.”

She moved through the kitchen, rattling silverware, crashing pans against the silence that was everywhere.

“Wondering,” he said, “if you put the bodies in the trucks lengthwise or endwise, with the heads on the right, or the feet on the right. Men and women together, or separated? Children in one truck, or mixed with men and women? Dogs in special trucks, or just let them lay? Wondering how many bodies one garbage truck can hold. And wondering if you stack them on top of each other and finally knowing you must just have to. I can’t figure it. I can’t work it out. I try. but there’s no guessing, no guessing at all how many you could stack in one single truck.”

He sat thinking of how it was late in the day at his work. with the truck full and the canvas pulled over the great bulk. of garbage so the bulk shaped the canvas in an uneven mound. And how it was if you suddenly pulled the canvas back and looked in. And for a few seconds you saw the white things like macaroni or noodles, only the white things were alive and boiling up, millions of them. And when the white things felt the hot sun on them they simmered down and burrowed and were gone in the lettuce and the old ground beef and the coffee grounds and the heads of white fish. After ten seconds of sunlight the white things that looked like noodles or macaroni were gone and the great bulk of garbage silent and not moving, and you drew the canvas over the bulk and looked at how the canvas folded unevenly over the hidden collection, and underneath you knew it was dark again, and things beginning to move as they must always move when things get dark again.

He was still sitting there in the empty room when the front door of the apartment burst wide. His son and daughter rushed in, laughing, and saw him sitting there, and stopped.

Their mother ran to the kitchen door, held to the edge of it quickly, and stared at her family. They saw her face and they heard her voice:

“Sit down, children, sit down!” She lifted one hand and pushed it toward them. “You’re just in time.”



The Golden Kite, The Silver Wind
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“In the shape of a pig?’ cried the Mandarin.

“In the shape of a pig,” said the messenger, and departed.

“Oh, what an evil day in an evil year,” cried the Mandarin. “The town of Kwan-Si, beyond the hill, was very small in my childhood. Now it has grown so large that at last they are building a wall.”

“But why should a wall two miles away make my good father sad and angry all within the hour?” asked his daughter quietly.

“They build their wall,” said the Mandarin, “in the shape of a pig! Do you see? Our own city wall is built in the shape of an orange. Thai pig will devour us, greedily!”

They both sat thinking.

Life was full of symbols and omens. Demons lurked everywhere. Death swam in the wetness of an eye, the turn of a gull’s wing meant rain, a fan held so, the tilt of a roof, and, yes, even a city wall was of immense importance. Travellers and tourists, caravans, musicians, artists, coming upon these two towns, equally judging the portents, would say, “The city shaped like an orange! No! I will enter the city shaped like a pig and prosper, eating all, growing fat with good luck and prosperity!”

The Mandarin wept. “All is lost! These symbols and signs terrify. Our city will come on evil days.”

“Then,” said the daughter, “call in your stone-masons and temple builders. I will whisper from behind the silken screen and you will know the words.”

The old man clapped his hands despairingly. “Ho, stone-masons! Ho, builders of towns and palaces!”

 

The men who knew marble and granite and onyx and quartz came quickly. The Mandarin faced them most uneasily, himself waiting for a whisper from the silken screen behind his throne. At last the whisper came.

“I have called you here,” said the whisper.

“I have called you here,” said the Mandarin aloud, because our city is shaped like an orange, and the vile city of Kwan-Si has this day shaped theirs like a ravenous pig -”

Here the stone-masons groaned and wept. Death rattled his cane in the outer courtyard. Poverty made a sound like a wet cough in the shadows of the room.

“And so,” said the whisper, said the Mandarin, “you raisers of walls must go bearing trowels and rocks and change the shape of our city!”

The architects and masons gasped. The Mandarin himself gasped at what he had said. The whisper whispered. The Mandarin went on: “And you will change our walls into a club which may beat the pig and drive it off!”

The stone-masons rose up, shouting. Even the Mandarin, delighted at the words from his mouth, applauded, stood down from his throne. “Quick!” he cried. “To work!”

When his men had gone, smiling and bustling, the Mandarin turned with great love to the silken screen. “Daughter,” he whispered, “I will embrace you.” There was no reply. He stepped around the screen, and she was gone.

Such modesty, he thought. She has slipped away and left me with a triumph, as if it were mine.

The news spread through the city; the Mandarin was acclaimed. Everyone carried stone to the walls. Fireworks were set off and the demons of death and poverty did not linger, as all worked together. At the end of the month the wall had been changed. It was now a mighty bludgeon with which to drive pigs, boars, even lions, far away. The Mandarin slept like a happy fox every night.

“I would like to see the Mandarin of Kwan-Si when the news is learned. Such pandemonium and hysteria; he will likely throw himself from a mountain! A little more of that wine, oh Daughter-who-thinks-like-a-son.”

 

But the pleasure was like a winter flower; it died swiftly. That very afternoon the messenger rushed into the courtroom. “Oh, Mandarin, disease, early sorrow, avalanches, grasshopper plagues, and poisoned well water!”

The Mandarin trembled.

“The town of Kwan-Si,” said the messenger, “which was built like a pig and which animal we drove away by changing our walls to a mighty stick, has now turned triumph to winter ashes. They have built their city’s walls like a great bonfire to bum our stick!”

The Mandarin’s heart sickened within him, like an autumn fruit upon an ancient tree. “Oh, gods! Travellers will spum us. Tradesmen, reading the symbols, will turn from the stick, so easily destroyed, to the fire, which conquers all!”

“No,” said a whisper like a snowflake from behind the silken screen.

“No,” said the startled Mandarin.

“Tell my stone-masons,” said the whisper that was a falling drop of rain, “to build our walls in the shape of a shining lake.”

The Mandarin said this aloud, his heart warmed.

“And with this lake of water,” said the whisper and the old man, “we will quench the fire and put it out forever!”

The city turned out in joy to learn that once again they had been saved by the magnificent Emperor of ideas. They ran to the walls and built them nearer to this new vision, singing, not as loudly as before, of course, for they were tired, and not as quickly, for since it had taken a month to build the wall the first time, they had had to neglect business and crops and therefore were somewhat weaker and poorer.

There then followed a succession of horrible and wonderful days, one in another like a nest of frightening boxes.

“Oh, Emperor,” cried the messenger, “Kwan-Si has rebuilt their walls to resemble a mouth with which to drink all our lake!”

“Then,” said the Emperor, standing very close to his silken screen, “build our walls like a needle to sew up that mouth!”

“Emperor!” screamed the messenger. “They make their walls like a sword to break your needle!”

The Emperor held, trembling, to the silken screen. “Then shift the stones to form a scabbard to sheathe that sword!”

“Mercy,” wept the messenger the following mom, “they have worked all night and shaped their walls like lightning which will explode and destroy that sheath!”

Sickness spread in the city like a pack of evil dogs. Shops closed. The population, working now steadily for endless months upon the changing of the walls, resembled Death himself, clattering his white bones like musical instruments in the wind. Funerals began to appear in the streets, though it was the middle of summer, a time when all should be tending and harvesting. The Mandarin fell so ill that he had his bed drawn up by the silken screen and there he lay, miserably giving his architectural orders. The voice behind the screen was weak now, too, and faint, like the wind in the eaves.

“Kwan-Si is an eagle. Then our walls must be a net for that eagle. They are a sun to bum our net. Then we build a moon to eclipse their sun!”

Like a rusted machine, the city ground to a halt.

At last the whisper behind the screen cried out:

“In the name of the gods, send for Kwan-Si!”

Upon the last day of summer the Mandarin Kwan-Si, very ill and withered away, was carried into our Mandarin’s courtroom by four starving footmen. The two mandarins were propped up, facing each other. Their breaths fluttered like winter winds in their mouths. A voice said:

“Let us put an end to this.”

The old men nodded.

“This cannot go on,” said the faint voice. “Our people do nothing but rebuild our cities to a different shape every day, every hour. They have no time to hunt, to fish, to love, to be good to their ancestors and their ancestors’ children.”

“This I admit,” said the mandarins of the towns of the Cage, the Moon, the Spear, the Fire, the Sword and this, that, and other things.

“Carry us into the sunlight,” said the voice.

The old men were borne out under the sun and up a little hill. In the late summer breeze a few very thin children were flying dragon kites in all the colours of the sun, and frogs and grass, the colour of the sea and the colour of coins and wheat.

The first Mandarin’s daughter stood by his bed.

“See,” she said.

“Those are nothing but kites,” said the two old men.

“But what is a kite on the ground?” she said. “It is nothing. What does it need to sustain it and make it beautiful and truly spiritual?”

“The wind, of course!” said the others.

“And what do the sky and the wind need to make them beautiful?”

“A kite, of course - many kites, to break the monotony, the sameness of the sky. Coloured kites, flying!”

“So,” said the Mandarin’s daughter. “You, Kwan-Si, will make a last rebuilding of your town to resemble nothing more nor less than the wind. And we shall build like a golden kite. The wind will beautify the kite and carry it to wondrous heights. And the kite will break the sameness of the wind’s existence and give it purpose and meaning. One without the other is nothing. Together, all will be beauty and co-operation and a long and enduring life.”

Whereupon the two mandarins were so overjoyed that they took their first nourishment in days, momentarily were given strength, embraced, and lavished praise upon each other, called the Mandarin’s daughter a boy, a man, a stone pillar, a warrior, and a true and unforgettable son. Almost immediately they parted and hurried to their towns, calling out and singing, weakly but happily.

And so, in time, the towns became the Town of the Golden Kite and the Town of the Silver Wind. And harvestings were harvested and business tended again, and the flesh returned, and disease ran off like a frightened jackal. And on every night of the year the inhabitants in the Town of the Kite could hear the good clear wind sustaining them. And those in the Town of the Wind could hear the kite singing, whispering, rising, and beautifying them.

“So be it,” said the Mandarin in front of his silken screen.
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Music moved with him in the white halls. He passed an office door: “The Merry Widow Waltz.” Another door: “Afternoon of a Faun.” A third: “Kiss Me Again.” He turned into a cross corridor: “The Sword Dance” buried him in cymbals, drums, pots, pans, knives, forks, thunder, and tin lightning. All washed away as he hurried through an anteroom where a secretary sat nicely stunned by Beethoven’s Fifth. He moved himself before her eyes like a hand, she didn’t see him.

His wrist radio buzzed.

“Yes?”

“This is Lee, Dad. Don’t forget about my allowance.”

“Yes, son, yes. I’m busy.”

“Just didn’t want you to forget, Dad,” said the wrist radio. Tchaikovsky’s “Romeo anil Juliet” swarmed about the voice and flushed into the long halls.

The psychiatrist moved in the beehive of offices, in the cross-pollination of themes, Stravinsky mating with Bach, Haydn unsuccessfully repulsing Rachmaninoff, Schubert slain by Duke Ellington. He nodded to the humming secretaries and the whistling doctors, fresh to their morning work. At his office he checked a few papers with his stenographer, who sang under her breath, then phoned the police captain upstairs. A few minutes later a red light hunked, a voice said from the ceiling:

“Prisoner delivered to Interview Chamber Nine.”

He unlocked the chamber door, stepped in, heard the door lock behind him.

“Go away,” said the prisoner, smiling.

The psychiatrist was shocked by that smile. A very sunny, pleasant warm thing, a thing that shed bright light upon the room. Dawn among the dark hills. High noon at midnight, that smile. The blue eyes sparkled serenely above that display of self-assured dentistry.

“I’m here to help you,” said the psychiatrist, frowning. Something was wrong with the room. He had hesitated the moment he entered. He glanced around. The prisoner laughed. “If you’re wondering why it’s so quiet in here, I just kicked the radio to death.”

Violent, thought the doctor.

The prisoner read this thought, smiled, put out a gentle hand. “No, only to machines that yak-yak-yak.”

Bits of the wall radio’s tubes and wires lay on the gray carpeting. Ignoring these, feeling that smile upon him like a heat lamp, the psychiatrist sat across from his patient in the unusual silence which was like the gathering of a storm.

“You’re Mr. Albert Brock, who calls himself The Murderer?”

Brock nodded pleasantly. “Before we start….” He moved quietly and quickly to detach the wrist radio from the doctor’s arm. He tucked it in his teeth like a walnut, gritted and heard it crack, banded it back to the appalled psychiatrist as if he had done them both a favor. “That’s better.”

The psychiatrist stared at the ruined machine. “You’re running up quite a damage bill.”

“I don’t care,” smiled the patient. “As the old song goes: “Don’t Care What Happens to Me!” He hummed it.

The psychiatrist said: “Shall we start?”

“Fine. The first victim, or one of the first, was my telephone. Murder most foul. I shoved it in the kitchen Insinkerator! Stopped the disposal unit in mid-swallow. Poor thing strangled to death. After that I shot the television set!”

The psychiatrist said, “Mmm.”

“Fired six shots right through the cathode. Made a beautiful tinkling crash, like a dropped chandelier.”

“Nice imagery.”

“Thanks, I always dreamt of being a writer.”

“Suppose you tell me when you first began to hate the telephone.”

“It frightened me as a child. Uncle of mine called it the Ghost Machine. Voices without bodies. Scared the living hell out of me. Later in life I was never comfortable. Seemed to me a phone was an impersonal instrument. If it felt like it, it let your personality go through its wires. If it didn’t want to, it just drained your personality away until what slipped through at the other end was some cold fish of a voice all steel, copper, plastic, no warmth, no reality. It’s easy to say the wrong thing on telephones; the telephone changes your meaning on you. First thing you know, you’ve made an enemy. Then, of course, the telephone’s such a convenient thing; it just sits there and demands you call someone who doesn’t want to be called. Friends were always calling, calling, calling me. Hell, I hadn’t any time of my own. When it wasn’t the telephone it was the television, the radio, the phonograph. When it wasn’t the television or radio or the phonograph it was motion pictures at the corner theater, motion pictures projected, with commercials on low-lying cumulus clouds. It doesn’t rain rain any more, it rains soapsuds. When it wasn’t High-Fly Cloud advertisements, it was music by Mozzek in every restaurant; music and commercials on the busses I rode to work. When it wasn’t music, it was inter-office communications, and my horror chambers of a radio wrist watch on which my friends and my wife phoned every five minutes. What is there about such ‘conveniences’ that makes them so temptingly convenient? The average man thinks? Here I am, time on my hands, and there on my wrist is a wrist telephone, so why not just buzz old Joe up, eh? “Hello, hello!” I love my friends, my wife, humanity, very much, but when one minute my wife calls to say, ‘Where are you now dear?’ and a friend calls and says, ‘Got the best off-color joke to tell you. Seems there was a guy -‘ And a stranger calls and cries out, ‘This is the Find-Fax Poll. What gum are you chewing at this very instant!’ Well!”

“How did you feel during the week?”

“The fuse lit. On the edge of the cliff. That same afternoon I did what I did at the office.”

“Which was?”

“I poured a paper cup of water into the intercommunications system.”

The psychiatrist wrote on his pad.

“And the system shorted?”

“Beautifully! The Fourth of July on wheels! My God, stenographers ran around looking lost! What an uproar!”

“Felt better temporarily, eh?”

“Fine! Then I got the idea at noon of stamping my wrist radio on the sidewalk. A shrill voice was just yelling out of it at me, ‘This is People’s Poll Number Nine. What did you eat for lunch?’ when I kicked the Jesus out of the wrist radio!”

“Felt even better, eh?”

“It grew on me!” Brock rubbed his hands together. “Why didn’t I start a solitary revolution, deliver man from certain ‘conveniences’? ‘Convenient for whom?’ I cried. Convenient for friends: ‘Hey, Al, thought I’d call you from the locker room out here at Green Hills. Just made a sockdolager hole in one! A hole in one, Al! A beautiful day. Having a shot of whiskey now. Thought you’d want to know, Al!’ Convenient for my office, so when I’m in the field with my radio car there’s no moment when I’m not in touch. In touch! There’s a slimy phrase. Touch, hell. Gripped! Pawed, rather. Mauled and massaged and pounded by FM voices. You can’t leave your car without checking in: ‘Have stopped to visit gas-station men’s room.’ ‘Okay, Brock, step on it!’ ‘Brock, what took you so long?’ ‘Sorry, sir.’ ‘Watch it next time, Brock.’ ‘Yes, sir!’ So, do you know what I did, Doctor? I bought a quart of French chocolate ice cream and spooned it into the car radio transmitter.”

“Was there any special reason for selecting French chocolate ice cream to spoon into the broadcasting unit?”

Brock thought about it and smiled. “It’s my favorite flavor.”

“Oh,” said the doctor.

“I figured, hell, what’s good enough, for me is good enough for the radio transmitter.”

“What made you think of spooning ice cream into the radio?”

“It was a hot day.”

The doctor paused.

“And what happened next?”

“Silence happened next. God, it was beautiful. That car radio cackling all day. Brock go here. Brock go there. Brock check in. Brock check out, okay Brock, hour lunch, Brock, lunch over, Brock, Brock, Brock. Well, that silence was like putting ice cream in my ears.”

“You seem to like ice cream a lot.”

“I just rode around feeling of the silence. It’s a big bolt of the nicest, softest flannel ever made. Silence. A whole hour of it. I just sat in my car, smiling, feeling of that flannel with my ears. I felt drunk with Freedom!”

“Go on.”

“Then I got the idea of the portable diathermy machine. I rented one, took it on the bus going home that night. There sat all the tired commuters with their wrist radios, talking to their wives, saying, ‘Now I’m at Forty-third, now I am at Forty-fourth, here I am at Forty-ninth, now turning at Sixty-first.’ One husband cursing, ‘Well, get out of that bar, damn it, and get home and get dinner started, I’m at Seventieth!’ And the transitsystem radio playing ‘Tales from the Vienna Woods,’ a canary singing words about a first-rate wheat cereal. Then I switched on my diathermy! Static! Interference! All wives cut off from husbands grousing about a hard day at the office. All husbands cut off from wives who had just seen their children break a window! The ‘Vienna Woods’ chopped down, the canary mangled! Silence! A terrible, unexpected silence. The bus inhabitants faced with having to converse with each other. Panic! Sheer, animal panic!”

“The police seized you?”

“The bus had to stop. After all, the music was being scrambled, husbands and wives were out of touch with reality. Pandemonium, riot, and chaos. Squirrels chattering in cages! A trouble unit arrived, triangulated on me instantly, had me reprimanded, fined, and home, minus my diathermy machine, in jig time.”

“Mr. Brock, may I suggest that so far your whole pattern here is not very-practical? If you didn’t like transit radios or office radios or car business radios, why didn’t you join a fraternity of radio haters, start petitions, get legal and constitutional rulings? After all, this is a democracy.”

“And I,” said Brock, “am that thing called a minority. I did join fraternities, picket, pass petitions, take it to court. Year after year I protested. Everyone laughed. Everyone else loved bus radios and commercials. I was out of step.”

“Then you should have taken it like a good soldier, don’t you think? The majority rules.”

“But they went too far. If a little music and ‘keeping in touch’ was charming, they figured a lot would be ten times as charming. I went wild! I got home to find my wife hysterical. Why? Because she had been completely out of touch with me for half a day. Remember, I did a dance on my wrist radio? Well, that night I laid plans to murder my house.”

“Are you sure that’s how you want me to write it down?”

“That’s semantically accurate. Kill it dead. It’s one of those talking, singing, humming, weather-reporting, poetry-reading, novel-reciting, jingle-jangling, rockaby-crooning-when-you-go-to-bed houses. A house that screams opera to you in the shower and teaches you Spanish in your sleep. One of those blathering caves where all kinds of electronic Oracles make you feel a trifle larger than a thimble, with stoves that say, “I’m apricot pie, and I’m done.’ or ‘I’m prime roast beef, so haste me!’ and other nursery gibberish like that. With beds that rock you to sleep and shake you awake. A house that barely tolerates humans, I tell you. A front door that barks: ‘You’ve mud on your feet, sir!’ And an electronic vacuum hound that snuffles around after you from room to room, inhaling every fingernail or ash you drop. Jesus God, I say, Jesus God!”

“Quietly,” suggested the psychiatrist.

“Remember that Gilbert and Sullivan song - I’ve Got It on My List, It Never Will Be Missed? all night I listed grievances. Next morning early I bought a pistol. I purposely muddied my feet. I stood at our front door. The front door shrilled, ‘Dirty feet, muddy feet! Wipe your feet! Please be neat!’ I shot the damn thing in its keyhole. I ran to the kitchen, where the stove was just whining, ‘Turn me over!’ In the middle of a mechanical omelet I did the stove to death. Oh, how it sizzled and screamed, ‘I’m shorted!’ Then the telephone rang like a spoiled brat. I shoved it down the Insinkerator. I must state here and now I have nothing whatever against the Insinkerator; it was an innocent bystander. I feel sorry for it now, a practical device indeed, which never said a word, purred like a sleepy lion most of the time, and digested our leftovers. I’ll have it restored. Then I went in and shot the televisor, that insidious beast, that Medusa, which freezes a billion people to stone every night, staring fixedly, that Siren which called and sang and promised so much and gave, after all, so little, but myself always going back, going back, hoping and waiting until-bang! Like a headless turkey, gobbling, my wife whooped out the front door. The police came. Here I am!”

He sat back happily and lit a cigarette.

“And did you realize, in committing these crimes, that the wrist radio, the broadcasting transmitter, the phone, the bus radio, the office intercoms, all were rented or were someone else’s property?”

“I would do it all over again, so help me God.”

The psychiatrist sat there in the sunshine of that beatific smile.

“You don’t want any further help from the Office of Mental Health? You’re ready to take the consequences?”

“This is only the beginning,” said Mr. Brock. “I’m the vanguard of the small public which is tired of noise and being taken advantage of and pushed around and yelled at, every moment music, every moment in touch with some voice somewhere, do this, do that, quick, quick, now here, now there. You’ll see. The revolt begins. My name will go down in history!”

“Mmm.” The psychiatrist seemed to be thinking.

“It’ll take time, of course. It was all so enchanting at first. The very idea of these things, the practical uses, was wonderful. They were almost toys, to be played with, but the people got too involved, went too far, and got wrapped up in a pattern of social behavior and couldn’t get out, couldn’t admit they were in, even. So they rationalized their nerves as something else. ‘Our modern age,’ they said. ‘Conditions,’ they said. ‘Highstrung,’ they said. But mark my words, the seed has been sown. I got world-wide coverage on TV, radio, films, there’s an irony for you. That was five days ago. A billion people know about me. Check your financial columns. Any day now. Maybe today. Watch for a sudden spurt, a rise in sales for French chocolate ice cream!”

“I see,” said the psychiatrist.

“Can I go back to my nice private cell now, where I can be alone and quiet for six months?”

“Yes,” said the psychiatrist quietly.

“Don’t worry about me,” said Mr. Brock, rising. “I’m just going to sit around for a long time stuffing that nice soft bolt of quiet material in both ears.”

“Mmm,” said the psychiatrist, going to the door.

“Cheers,” said Mr. Brock.

“Yes,” said the psychiatrist.

He pressed a code signal on a hidden button, the door opened, he stepped out, the door shut and locked. Alone, he moved in the offices and corridors. The first twenty yards of his walk were accompanied by Tambourine Chinois. Then it was Tzigane, Bach’s Passacaglia and Fugue in something Minor, Tiger Rag, Love Is Like a Cigarette. He took his broken wrist radio from his pocket like a dead praying mantis. He turned in at his office. A bell sounded, a voice came out of the ceiling, “Doctor?”

“Just finished with Brock,” said the psychiatrist.

“Diagnosis?”

“Seems completely disorientated, but convivial. Refuses to accept the simplest realities of his environment and work with them.”

“Prognosis?”

“Indefinite. Left him enjoying a piece of invisible material.”

Three phones rang. A duplicate wrist radio in his desk drawer buzzed like a wounded grasshopper. The intercom flashed a pink light and click-clicked. Three phones rang. The drawer buzzed. Music blew in through the open door. The psychiatrist, humming quietly, fitted the new wrist radio to his wrist, flipped the intercom, talked a moment, picked up one telephone, talked, picked up another telephone, talked, picked up the third telephone, talked, touched the wrist-radio button, talked calmly and quietly, his face cool and serene, in the middle of the music and the lights flashing, the two phones ringing again, and his hands moving, and his wrist radio buzzing, and the intercoms talking, and voices speaking from the ceiling. And he went on quietly this way through the remainder of a cool, air-conditioned, and long afternoon, telephone, wrist radio, intercom, telephone, wrist radio, intercom, telephone, wrist radio, intercom, telephone, wrist radio, intercom, telephone, wirst radio, intercom, telephone, wrist radio….



	THE MARRIAGE MENDER

	 

	 

	 

	IN the sun, the headboard was like a fountain,, tossing up plumes of clear light. It was carved with lions and gargoyles and bearded goats. It was an awe-inspiring object even at midnight, as Antonio sat on the bed and unlaced his shoes, and put his large calloused hand out to touch its shimmering harp. Then he rolled over into this fabulous machine for dreaming, and he lay breathing heavily, his eyes beginning to close.

	    'Every night,' his wife's voice said, 'we sleep in the mouth of a calliope.'

	    Her complaint shocked him. He lay a long while before daring to reach up his hard-tipped fingers to stroke the cold metal of the intricate headboard, the threads of this lyre that had sung many wild and beautiful songs down the years.

	    'This is no calliope,' he said.

	    'It cries like one,' Maria said. 'A billion people on this world tonight have beds. Why, I ask the saints, not us?'

	    'This,' said Antonio gently, 'is a bed.' He plucked a little tune on the imitation brass harp behind his head. To his ears it was Santa Lucia.

	    'This bed has humps like a herd of camels was under it.'

	    'Now, Mama,' Antonio said. He called her Mama when she was mad, though they had no children. 'You were never this way,' he went on, 'until five months ago when Mrs Brancozzi downstairs bought her new bed.'

	    Maria said wistfully, 'Mrs Brancozzi's bed. It's like snow. It's all flat and white and smooth.'

	    'I don't want any damn snow, all flat and white and smooth! These springs — feel them!' he cried angrily. 'They know me. They recognize that this hour of night I lie thus, at two o'clock, so! Three o'clock this way, four o'clock that. We are like a tumbling act, we've worked together for years, and know all the holds and falls.'

	    Maria sighed and said, 'Sometimes, I dream we're in the taffy machine at Bartole's candy store.'

	    'This bed,' he announced to the darkness, 'served our family before Garibaldi! From this wellspring alone came precincts of honest voters, a squad of clean-saluting Army men, two confectioners, a barber, four second-leads for Il Trovatore and Rigoletto, and two geniuses so complex they never could decide what to do in their lifetime! Not to forget enough beautiful women to provide ballrooms with their finest decoration. A cornucopia of plenty, this bed! A veritable harvesting machine!'

	    'We have been married two years,' she said, with dreadful control over her voice. 'Where are our second-leads for Rigoletto, our geniuses, our ballroom decorations?' 'Patience, Mama.'

	    'Don't call me Mama! While this bed is busy favouring you all night, never once has it done for me. Not even so much as a baby girl!'

	    He sat up. 'You've let these women in this tenement ruin you with their dollar-down, dollar-a-week talk. Has Mrs Brancozzi children? Her and her new bed that she's had for five months?'

	    'No! But soon! Mrs Brancozzi says . . . and her bed, so beautiful.'

	    He slammed himself down and yanked the covers over him. The bed screamed like all the Furies rushing through the night sky, fading away towards the dawn.

	    The moon changed the shape of the window pattern on the floor. Antonio awoke. Maria was not beside him.

	    He got up and went to peer through the half-open door of the bathroom. His wife stood at the mirror looking at her tired face.

	    'I don't feel well,' she said.

	    'We argued.' He put out his hand to pat her. 'I'm sorry. We'll think it over. About the bed, I mean. We'll see how the money goes. And if you're not well tomorrow, see the doctor, eh? Now, come back to bed.'

	    At noon the next day, Antonio walked from the lumber-yard to a window where stood fine new beds with their covers invitingly turned back.

	    'I,' he whispered to himself, 'am a beast.'

	    He checked his watch. Maria, at this time, would be going to the doctor's. She had been like cold milk this morning; he had told her to go. He walked on to the candy-store window and watched the taffy machine folding and threading and pulling. Does taffy scream? he wondered. Perhaps, but so high we cannot hear it. He laughed. Then, in the stretched taffy, he saw Maria. Frowning, he turned and walked back to the furniture store. No. Yes. No. Yes! He pressed his nose to the icy window. Bed, he thought, you in there, new bed, do you know me? Will you be kind to my back, nights?

	    He took out his wallet, slowly, and peered at the money. He sighed, gazed for a long time at that flat marble-top, that unfamiliar enemy, that new bed. Then, shoulders sagging, he walked into the store, his money held loosely in his hand.

	 

	    'Maria!' He ran up the steps two at a time. It was nine o'clock at night and he had managed to beg off in the middle of his overtime at the lumber-yard to rush home. He rushed through the open doorway smiling.

	    The apartment was empty.

	    'Ah,' he said disappointedly. He laid the receipt for the new bed on top of the bureau where Maria might see it when she entered. On those few evenings when he worked late she visited with any one of several neighbours downstairs.

	    I'll go find her, he thought, and stopped. No. I want to tell her alone, I'll wait. He sat on the bed. 'Old bed,' he said, 'goodbye to you. I am very sorry.' He patted the brass lions nervously. He paced the floor. Come on, Maria. He imagined her smile.

	    He listened for her quick running on the stair, but he heard only a slow, measured tread. He thought: That's not my Maria, slow like that, no.

	    The doorknob turned.

	    'Maria!'

	    'You're early!' She smiled happily at him. Did she guess? Was it written on his face? 'I've been downstairs,' she cried, 'telling everyone!'

	    'Telling everyone?'

	    'The doctor! I saw the doctor!'

	    'The doctor?' He looked bewildered. 'And?'

	    'And, Papa, and — '

	    'Do you mean — Papa?'

	    'Papa, Papa, Papa, Papa!'

	    'Oh,' he said, gently, 'you walked so carefully on the stairs.'

	    He took hold of her, but not too tight, and he kissed her cheeks, and he shut his eyes and he yelled. Then he had to wake a few neighbours and tell them, shake them, tell them again. There had to be a little wine and a careful waltz around, an embracing, a trembling, a kissing of brow, eyelids, nose, lips, temples, ears, hair, chin — and then it was past midnight.

	    'A miracle,' he sighed.

	    They were alone in their room again, the air warm from the people who had been there a minute before, laughing, talking. But now they were alone again.

	    Turning out the light, he saw the receipt on the bureau. Stunned, he tried to decide in what subtle and delicious way to break this additional news to her.

	    Maria sat upon her side of the bed in the dark, hypnotized with wonder. She moved her hands as if her body was a strange doll, taken apart, and now to be put back together again, limb by limb, her motions as slow as if she lived beneath a warm sea at midnight. Now, at last, careful not to break herself, she lay back, upon the pillow.

	    'Maria, I have something to tell you.'

	    'Yes?' she said faintly.

	    'Now that you are as you are,' he squeezed her hand, 'you deserve the comfort, the rest, the beauty of a new bed.'

	    She did not cry out happily or turn to him or seize him. Her silence was a thinking silence.

	    He was forced to continue. 'This bed is nothing but a pipe organ, a calliope.'

	    'It is a bed,' she said.

	    'A herd of camels sleep under it.'

	    'No,' she said quietly, 'from it will come precincts of honest voters, captains enough for three armies, two ballerinas, a famous lawyer, a very tall policeman, and seven basso pro-fundos, altos, and sopranos.'

	 

	    He squinted across the dimly lighted room at the receipt upon the bureau. He touched the worn mattress under him. The springs moved softly to recognize each limb, each tired muscle, each aching bone.

	    He sighed. 'I never argue with you, little one.'

	    'Mama,' she said.

	    'Mama,' he said.

	    And then as he closed his eyes and drew the covers to his chest and lay in the darkness by the great fountain, in the sight of a jury of fierce metal lions and amber goats and smiling gargoyles, he listened. And he heard it. It was very far away at first, very tentative, but it came clearer as he listened.

	    Softly, her arm back over her head, Maria's finger-tips began to tap a little dance on the gleaming harp strings, on the shimmering brass pipes of the ancient bed. The music was — yes, of course: Santa Lucia! His lips moved to it in a warm whisper. Santa Lucia! Santa Lucia!

	    It was very beautiful.

	 



The Watchful Poker Chip of H. Matisse




1954
When first we meet George Garvey he is nothing at all. Later he’ll wear a white poker chip monocle, with a blue eye painted on it by Matisse himself. Later, a golden bird cage might trill within George Garvey’s false leg, and his good left hand might possibly be fashioned of shimmering copper and jade.

But at the beginning—gaze upon a terrifyingly ordinary man.

“Financial section, dear?”

The newspapers rattle in his evening apartment.

“Weatherman says ‘rain tomorrow.’”

The tiny black hairs in his nostrils breathe in, breathe out, softly, softly, hour after hour.

“Time for bed.”

By his look, quite obviously born of several 1907 wax window dummies. And with the trick, much admired by magicians, of sitting in a green velour chair and—vanishing! Turn your head and you forgot his face. Vanilla pudding.

Yet the merest accident made him the nucleus for the wildest avant-garde literary movement in history!

Garvey and his wife had lived enormously alone for twenty years. She was a lovely carnation, but the hazard of meeting him pretty well kept visitors off. Neither husband nor wife suspected Garvey’s talent for mummifying people instantaneously. Both claimed they were satisfied sitting alone nights after a brisk day at the office. Both worked at anonymous jobs. And sometimes even they could not recall the name of the colorless company which used them like white paint on white paint.

Enter the avant-garde! Enter The Cellar Septet!

These odd souls had flourished in Parisian basements listening to a rather sluggish variety of jazz, preserved a highly volatile relationship six months or more, and, returning to the United States on the point of clamorous disintegration, stumbled into Mr. George Garvey.

“My God!” cried Alexander Pape, erstwhile potentate of the clique. “I met the most astounding bore. You simply must see him! At Bill Timmins’ apartment house last night, a note said he’d return in an hour. In the hall this Garvey chap asked if I’d like to wait in his apartment. There we sat, Garvey, his wife, myself! Incredible! He’s a monstrous Ennui, produced by our materialistic society. He knows a billion ways to paralyze you! Absolutely rococo with the talent to induce stupor, deep slumber, or stoppage of the heart. What a case study. Let’s all go visit!”

They swarmed like vultures! Life flowed to Garvey’s door, life sat in his parlor. The Cellar Septet perched on his fringed sofa, eyeing their prey.

Garvey fidgeted.

“Anyone wants to smoke—” He smiled faintly. “Why—go right ahead—_smoke_.”

Silence.

The instructions were: “Mum’s the word. Put him on the spot. That’s the only way to see what a colossal norm he is. American culture at absolute zero!”

After three minutes of unblinking quiet, Mr. Garvey leaned forward. “Eh,” he said, “what’s your business. Mr… . ?”

“Crabtree. The poet.”

Garvey mused over this.

“How’s,” he said, “business?”

Not a sound.

Here lay a typical Garvey silence. Here sat the largest manufacturer and deliverer of silences in the world; name one, he could provide it packaged and tied with throat-clearings and whispers. Embarrassed, pained, calm, serene, indifferent, blessed, golden, or nervous silences; Garvey was in there.

Well, The Cellar Septet simply wallowed in this particular evening’s silence. Later, in their cold-water flat, over a bottle of “adequate little red wine” (they were experiencing a phase which led them to contact real reality) they tore this silence to bits and worried it.

“Did you see how he fingered his collar! Ho!”

“By God, though, I must admit he’s almost ‘cool.’ Mention Muggsy Spanier and Bix Beiderbecke. Notice his expression. Very cool. I wish I could look so uncaring, so unemotional.”

 

Ready for bed, George Garvey, reflecting upon this extraordinary evening, realized that when situations got out of hand, when strange books or music were discussed, he panicked, he froze.

This hadn’t seemed to cause undue concern among his rather oblique guests. In fact, on the way out, they had shaken his hand vigorously, thanked him for a splendid time!

“What a really expert A-number-1 bore!” cried Alexander Pape, across town.

“Perhaps he’s secretly laughing at us,” said Smith, the minor poet, who never agreed with Pape if he was awake.

“Let’s fetch Minnie and Tom; they’d love Garvey. A rare night. We’ll talk of it for months!”

“Did you notice?” asked Smith, the minor poet, eyes closed smugly. “When you turn the taps in their bathroom?” He paused dramatically. “Hot water.”

Everyone stared irritably at Smith.

They hadn’t thought to try.

 

The clique, an incredible yeast, soon burst doors and windows, growing.

“You haven’t met the Garveys? My God! lie back down in your coffin! Garvey must rehearse. No one’s that boorish without Stanislavsky!” Here the speaker, Alexander Pape, who depressed the entire group because he did perfect imitations, now aped Garvey’s slow, self-conscious delivery:

”’Ulysses? Wasn’t that the book about the Greek, the ship, and the one-eyed monster! Beg pardon?’” A pause. “‘Oh.’” Another pause. “‘I see.’” A sitting back. ”’Ulysses was written by James ce? Odd. I could swear I remember, years ago, in school…’”

In spite of everyone hating Alexander Pape for his brilliant imitations, they roared as he went on:

“‘Tennessee Williams? Is he the man who wrote that hillbilly “Waltz?”

“Quick! What’s Garvey’s home address?” everyone cried.

 

“My,” observed Mr. Garvey to his wife, “life is fun these days.”

“It’s you,” replied his wife. “Notice, they hang on your every word.”

“Their attention is rapt,” said Mr. Garvey, “to the point of hysteria. The least thing I say absolutely explodes them. Odd. My jokes at the office always met a stony wall. Tonight, for instance, I wasn’t trying to be funny at all. I suppose it’s an unconscious little stream of wit that flows quietly under everything I do or say. Nice to know I have it in reserve. Ah, there’s the bell. Here we go!”

 

“He’s especially rare if you get him out of bed at four A.M.,” said Alexander Pape. “The combination of exhaustion and _fin de sičcle_ morality is a regular salad!”

Everyone was pretty miffed at Pape for being first to think of seeing Garvey at dawn. Nevertheless, interest ran high after midnight in late October.

Mr. Garvey’s subconscious told him in utmost secrecy that he was the opener of a theatrical season, his success dependent upon the staying power of the ennui he inspired in others. Enjoying himself, he nevertheless guessed why these lemmings thronged to his private sea. Underneath, Garvey was a surprisingly brilliant man, but his unimaginative parents had crushed him in the Terribly Strange Bed of their environment. From there he had been thrown to a larger lemon-squeezer: his Office, his Factory, his Wife. The result: a man whose potentialities were a time bomb in his own parlor. The Garvey’s repressed subconscious half recognized that the avant-gardists had never met anyone like him, or rather had met millions like him but had never considered studying one before.

So here he was, the first of autumn’s celebrities. Next month it might be some abstractionist from Allentown who worked on a twelve-foot ladder shooting house-paint, in two colors only, blue and cloud-gray, from cake-decorators and insecticide-sprayers on canvas covered with layers of mucilage and coffee grounds, who simply needed appreciation to grow! or a Chicago tin-cutter of mobiles, aged fifteen, already ancient with knowledge. Mr. Garvey’s shrewd subconscious grew even more suspicious when he made the terrible mistake of reading the avant-garde’s favorite magazine, Nucleus.

“This article on Dante, now,” said Garvey. “Fascinating. Especially where it discusses the spatial metaphors conveyed in the foothills of the Antipurgatorio and the Paradiso Terrestre on top of the Mountain. The bit about Cantos XV—XVIII, the so-called ‘doctrinal cantos’ is brilliant!”

How did The Cellar Septet react?

Stunned, all of them!

There was a noticeable chill.

They departed in short order when instead of being a delightfully mass-minded, keep-up-with-the-Joneses, machine-dominated chap leading a wishy_washy life of quiet desperation, Garvey enraged them with opinions on Does Existentialism Still Exist, or Is Kraft-Ebbing? They didn’t want opinions on alchemy and symbolism given in a piccolo voice, Garvey’s subconscious warned him. They only wanted Garvey’s good old-fashioned plain white bread and churned country butter, to be chewed on later at a dim bar, exclaiming how priceless!

Garvey retreated.

 

Next night he was his old precious self. Dale Carnegie? Splendid religious leader! Hart Schaffner & Marx? Better than Bond Street! Member of the After-Shave Club? That was Garvey! Latest Book-of-the-Month? Here on the table! Had they ever tried Elinor Glyn?

The Cellar Septet was horrified, delighted. They let themselves be bludgeoned into watching Milton Berle. Garvey laughed at everything Berle said. It was arranged for neighbors to tape-record various daytime soap operas which Garvey replayed evenings with religious awe, while the Cellar Septet analyzed his face and his complete devotion to Ma Perkins and John’s Other Wife.

Oh, Garvey was getting sly. His inner self observed: You’re on top. Stay there! Please your public! Tomorrow, play the Two Black Crows records! Mind your step! Bonnie Baker, now … that’s it! They’ll shudder, incredulous that you really like her singing. What about Guy Lombardo? That’s the ticket!

The mob-mind, said his subconscious. You’re symbolic of the crowd. They came to study the dreadful vulgarity of this imaginary Mass Man they pretend to hate. But they’re fascinated with the snake-pit.

Guessing his thought, his wife objected. “They like you.”

“In a frightening sort of way,” he said. “I’ve lain awake figuring why they should come see me! Always hated and bored myself. Stupid, tattletale-gray man. Not an original thought in my mind. All I know now is: I love company. I’ve always wanted to be gregarious, never had the chance. It’s been a ball these last months! But their interest is dying. I want company forever! What shall Ido?”

His subconscious provided shopping lists.

Beer. It’s unimaginative.

_Pretzels. Delightfully “passé_.”

Stop by Mother’s. Pick up Max field Parrish painting, the flyspecked, sunburnt one. Lecture on same tonight.

 

By December Mr. Garvey was really frightened.

The Cellar Septet was now quite accustomed to Milton Berle and Guy Lombardo. In fact, they had rationalized themselves into a position where they acclaimed Berle as really too rare for the American public, and Lombardo was twenty years ahead of his time; the nastiest people liked him for the commonest reasons.

Garvey’s empire trembled.

Suddenly he was just another person, no longer diverting the tastes of friends, but frantically pursuing them as they seized at Nora Bayes, the 1917 Knickerbocker Quartette, Al Jolson singing “Where Did Robinson Crusoe Go With Friday on Saturday Night,” and Shep Fields and his Rippling Rhythm. Maxfield Parrish’s rediscovery left Mr. Garvey in the north pasture. Overnight, everyone agreed, “Beer’s intellectual. What a shame so many idiots drink it.”

In short, his friends vanished. Alexander Pape, it was rumored, for a lark, was even considering hot water for his cold-water flat. This ugly canard was quashed, but not before Alexander Pape suffered a comedown among the cognoscenti.

Garvey sweated to anticipate the shifting taste! He increased the free food output, foresaw the swing back to the Roaring Twenties by wearing hairy knickers and displaying his wife in a tube dress and boyish bob long before anyone else.

But, the vultures came, ate, and ran. Now that this frightful Giant, TV, strode the world, they were busily re-embracing radio. Bootlegged 1935 transcriptions of Vic and Sade and Pepper Young’s Family were fought over at intellectual galas.

At long last, Garvey was forced to turn to a series of miraculous tours de force, conceived and carried out by his panic-stricken inner self.

The first accident was a slammed car door.

Mr. Garvey’s little fingertip was neatly cut off!

In the resultant chaos, hopping about, Garvey stepped on, then kicked the fingertip into a street drain. By the time they fished it out, no doctor would bother sewing it back on.

A happy accident! Next day, strolling by an oriental shop, Garvey spied a beautiful objet d’art. His peppy old subconscious, considering his steadily declining box office and his poor audiencerating among the avant-garde, forced him into the shop and dragged out his wallet.

“Have you seen Garvey lately!” screamed Alexander Pape on the phone. “My God, go see!”

“What’s that?”

Everyone stared.

“Mandarin’s finger-guard.” Garvey waved his hand casually. “Oriental antique. Mandarins used them to protect the five-inch nails they cultivated.” He drank his beer, the gold-thimbled little finger cocked. “Everyone hates cripples, the sight of things missing. It was sad losing my finger. But I’m happier with this gold thingamajig.”

“It’s a much nicer finger now than any of us can ever have.” His wife dished them all a little green salad. “And George has the right to use it.”

Garvey was shocked and charmed as his dwindling popularity returned. Ah, art! Ah, life! The pendulum swinging back and forth, from complex to simple, again to complex. From romantic to realistic, back to romantic. The clever man could sense intellectual perihelions, and prepare for the violent new orbits. Garvey’s subconscious brilliance sat up, began to eat a bit, and some days dared to walk about, trying its unused limbs. It caught fire!

“How unimaginative the world is,” his long-neglected other self said, using his tongue. “If somehow my leg were severed accidentally I wouldn’t wear a wooden leg, no! I’d have a gold leg crusted with precious stones made, and part of the leg would be a golden cage in which a bluebird would sing as I walked or sat talking to friends. And if my arm were cut off I’d have a new arm made of copper and jade, all hollow inside, a section for dry ice in it. And five other compartments, one for each finger. Drink, anyone? I’d cry. Sherry? Brandy? Dubonnet? Then I’d twist each finger calmly over the glasses. From five fingers, five cool streams, five liqueurs or wines. I’d tap the golden faucets shut. ‘Bottoms up!’ I’d cry.

“But, most of all, one almost wishes that one’s eye would offend one, Pluck it out, the Bible says. It was the Bible, wasn’t it? If that happened to me, I’d use no grisly glass eyes, by God. None of those black, pirate’s patches. Know what I’d do? I’d mail a poker chip to your friend in France, what’s his name? Matisse! I’d say, ‘Enclosed find poker chip, and personal check. Please paint on this chip one beautiful blue human eye. Yrs. sincerely, G. Garvey!’”

 

Well, Garvey had always abhorred his body, found his eyes pale, weak, lacking character. So he was not surprised a month later (when his Gallup ran low again) to see his right eye water, fester, and then pull a complete blank!

Garvey was absolutely bombed!

But—equally—secretly pleased.

With the Cellar Septet smiling like a jury of gargoyles at his elbow, he airmailed the poker chip to France with a check for fifty dollars.

The check returned, uncashed, a week later.

In the next mail came the poker chip.

H. Matisse had painted a rare, beautiful blue eye on it, delicately lashed and browed. H. Matisse had tucked this chip in a greenplush jeweler’s box, quite obviously as delighted as was Garvey with the entire enterprise.

Harper’s Bazaar published a picture of Garvey, wearing the Matisse poker-chip eye, and yet another of Matisse, himself, painting the monocle after considerable experimentation with three dozen chips!

H. Matisse had had the uncommon good sense to summon a photographer to Leica the affair for posterity. He was quoted. “After I had thrown away twenty-seven eyes, I finally got the very one I wanted. It flies posthaste to Monsieur Garvey!”

Reproduced in six colors, the eye rested balefully in its greenplush box. Duplicates were struck off for sales by the Museum of Modern Art. The Friends of the Cellar Septet played poker, using red chips with blue eyes, white chips with red eyes, and blue chips with white eyes.

But there was only one man in New York who wore the original Matisse monocle and that was Mr. Garvey.

“I’m still a nerve_wracking bore,” he told his wife, “but now they’ll never know what a dreadful ox I am underneath the monocle and the Mandarin’s finger. And if their interest should happen to dwindle again, one can always arrange to lose an arm or leg. No doubt of it. I’ve thrown up a wondrous façade; no one will ever find the ancient boor again.”

And as his wife put it only the other afternoon: “I hardly think of him as the old George Garvey any more. He’s changed his name. Giulio, he wants to be called. Sometimes, at night, I look over at him and call, ‘George,’ but there’s no answer. There he is, that mandarin’s thimble on his little finger, the white and blue Matisse Poker-Chip monocle in his eye. I wake up and look at him often. And do you know? Sometimes that incredible Matisse Poker Chip seems to give out with a monstrous wink.”



The Wonderful Death of Dudley Stone
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“Alive!”

“Dead!”

“Alive in New England, damn it.”

“Died twenty years ago!”

“Pass the hat, I’ll go myself and bring back his head!”

That’s how the talk went that night. A stranger set it off with his mouthings about Dudley Stone dead. Alive! we cried. And shouldn’t we know? Weren’t we the last frail remnants of those who had burnt incense and read his books by the light of blazing intellectual votives in the twenties?

The Dudley Stone. That magnificent stylist, that proudest of literary lions. Surely you recall the head-pounding, the cliff-jumping, the whistlings of doom that followed on his writing his publishers this note:

 

Sirs: Today, aged 30, I retire from the field, renounce writing, burn all my effects, toss my latest manuscript on the dump, cry hail and fare thee well. Yrs., affect.

Dudley Stone

 

Earthquakes and avalanches, in that order.

“Why?” we asked ourselves, meeting down the years.

In fine soap-opera fashion we debated if it was women caused him to hurl his literary future away. Was it the Bottle? Or Horses that outran him and stopped a fine pacer in his prime?

We freely admitted to one and all, that were Stone writing now, Faulkner, Hemingway, and Steinbeck would be buried in his lava. All the sadder that Stone, on the brink of his greatest work, turned one day and went off to live in a town we shall call Obscurity by the sea best named The Past.

“Why?”

That question forever lived with those of us who had seen the glints of genius in his piebald works.

One night a few weeks ago, musing off the erosion of the years, finding each others’ faces somewhat more pouched and our hairs more conspicuously in absence, we became enraged over the typical citizen’s ignorance of Dudley Stone.

At least, we muttered, Thomas Wolfe had had a full measure of success before he seized his nose and jumped off the rim of Eternity. At least the critics gathered to stare after his plunge into darkness as after a meteor that made much fire in its passing. But who now remembered Dudley Stone, his coteries, his frenzied followers of the twenties?

“Pass the hat,” I said. “I’ll travel three hundred miles, grab Dudley Stone by the pants and say: ‘Look here, Mr. Stone, why did you let us down so badly? Why haven’t you written a book in twenty-five years?’”

The hat was lined with cash; I sent a telegram and took a train.

 

I do not know what I expected. Perhaps to find a doddering and frail praying mantis, whisping about the station, blown by seawinds, a chalk-white ghost who would husk at me with the voices of grass and reeds blown in the night. I clenched my knees in agony as my train chuffed into the station. I let myself down into a lonely country-side, a mile from the sea, like a man foolishly insane, wondering why I had come so far.

On a bulletin board in front of the boarded-up ticket office I found a cluster of announcements, inches thick, pasted and nailed one upon another for uncountable years. Leafing under, peeling away anthropological layers of printed tissue I found what I wanted. Dudley Stone for alderman, Dudley Stone for Sheriff, Dudley Stone for mayor! On up through the years his photograph, bleached by sun and rain, faintly recognizable, asked for ever more responsible positions in the life of this world near the sea. I stood reading them.

“Hey!”

And Dudley Stone plunged across the station platform behind me suddenly. “Is that you, Mr. Douglas!” I whirled to confront this great architecture of a man, big but not in the least fat, his legs huge pistons thrusting him on, a bright flower in his lapel, a bright tie at his neck. He crushed my hand, looked down upon me like Michelangelo’s God creating Adam with a mighty touch. His face was the face of those illustrated North Winds and South Winds that blow hot and cold in ancient mariners’ charts. It was the face that symbolizes the sun in Egyptian carvings, ablaze with life!

My God! I thought. And this is the man who hasn’t written in twenty-odd years. Impossible. He’s so alive it’s sinful. I can hear his heartbeat!

I must have stood with my eyes very wide to let the look of him cram in upon my startled senses.

“You thought you’d find Marley’s Ghost,” he laughed. “Admit it.”

“I—”

“My wife’s waiting with a New England boiled dinner, we’ve plenty of ale and stout. I like the ring of those words. To ale is not to sicken, but to revive the flagging spirit. A tricky word, that. And stout? There’s a nice ruddy sound to it. Stout!” A great golden watch bounced on his vest-front, hung in bright chains. He vised my elbow and charmed me along, a magician well on his way back to his cave with a luckless rabbit. “Glad to see you! I suppose you’ve come, as the others came, to ask the same question, eh! Well, this time I’ll tell everything!”

My heart jumped. “Wonderful!”

Behind the empty station sat an open-top 1927-vintage Model-T Ford. “Fresh air. Drive at twilight like this, you get all the fields, the grass, the flowers, coming at you in the wind. I hope you’re not one of those who tiptoe around shutting windows! Our house is like the top of a mesa. We let the weather do our broom-work. Hop in!”

 

Ten minutes later we swung off the highway onto a drive that had not been leveled or filled in years. Stone drove straight on over the pits and bumps, smiling steadily. Bang! We shuddered the last few yards to a wild, unpainted two-story house. The car was allowed to gasp itself away into mortal silence.

“Do you want the truth?” Stone turned to look me in the face and hold my shoulder with an earnest hand. “I was murdered by a man with a gun twenty-five years ago almost to this very day.”

I sat staring after him as he leapt from the car. He was solid as a ton of rock, no ghost to him, but yet I knew that somehow the truth was in what he had told me before firing himself like a cannon at the house.

 

“This is my wife, and this is the house, and that is our supper waiting for us! Look at our view. Windows on three sides of the living room, a view of the sea, the shore, the meadows. We nail the windows open three out of four seasons. I swear you get a smell of limes here midsummer, and something from Antarctica, ammonia and ice cream, come December. Sit down! Lena, isn’t it nice having him here?”

“I hope you like New England boiled dinner,” said Lena, now here, now there, a tall, firmly-built woman, the sun in the East, Father Christmas’ daughter, a bright lamp of a face that lit our table as she dealt out the heavy useful dishes made to stand the pound of giants’ fists. The cutlery was solid enough to take a lion’s teeth. A great whiff of steam rose up, through which we gladly descended, sinners into Hell. I saw the seconds-plate skim by three times and felt the ballast gather in my chest, my throat, and at last my ears. Dudley Stone poured me a brew he had made from wild Concords that had cried for mercy, he said. The wine bottle, empty, had its green glass mouth blown softly by Stone, who summoned out a rhythmic one-note tune that was quickly done.

“Well, I’ve kept you waiting long enough,” he said, peering at me from that distance which drinking adds between people and which, at odd turns in the evening, seems closeness itself. “I’ll tell you about my murder. I’ve never told anyone before; believe me. Do you know John Oatis Kendall?”

“A minor writer in the twenties, wasn’t he?” I said. “A few books. Burnt out by ‘31. Died last week.”

“God rest him.” Mr. Stone lapsed into a special brief melancholy from which he revived as he began to speak again.

“Yes. John Oatis Kendall, burnt out by the year 1931, a writer of great potentialities.”

“Not as great as yours,” I said, quickly.

“Well, just wait. We were boys together, John Oatis and I, born where the shade of an oak tree touched my house in the morning and his house at night, swam every creek in the world together, got sick on sour apples and cigarettes together, saw the same lights in the same blonde hair of the same young girl together, and in our late teens went out to kick Fate in the stomach and get heat on the head together. We both did fair, and then I better and still better as the years ran. If his first book got one good notice, mine got six, if I got one bad notice, he got a dozen. We were like two friends on a train which the public has uncoupled. There went John Oatis on the caboose, left behind, crying out, ‘Save me! You’re leaving me in Tank Town, Ohio; we’re on the same track!’ And the conductor saying, ‘Yes, but not the same train!‘ And myself yelling, ‘I believe in you, John, he of good heart, I’ll come back for you!’ And the caboose dwindling behind with its red and green lamps like cherry and lime pops shining in the dark and we yelling our friendship to each other: ‘John, old man!’ ‘Dudley, old pal!’ while John Oatis went out on a dark siding behind a tin baling-shed at midnight and my engine, with all the flag-wavers and brass bands, boiled on toward dawn.”

Dudley Stone paused and noticed my look of general confusion.

“All this to lead up to my murder,” he said. “For it was John Oatis Kendall who, in 1930, traded a few old clothes and some remaindered copies of his books for a gun and came out to this house and this room.”

“He really meant to kill you?”

“Meant to, hell! He did! Bang! Have some more wine? That’s better.”

A strawberry shortcake was set upon the table by Mrs. Stone, while he enjoyed my gibbering suspense. Stone sliced it into three huge chunks and served it around, fixing me with his kindly approximation of the Wedding Guest’s eye.

“There he sat, John Oatis, in that chair where you sit now. Behind him, outside, in the smokehouse, seventeen hams; in our wine cellars, five hundred bottles of the best; beyond the window open country, the elegant sea in full lace, overhead a moon like a dish of cool cream, everywhere the full panoply of spring, and Lena across the table, too, a willow tree in the wind, laughing at everything I said or did not choose to say, both of us thirty, mind you, thirty years old, life our magnificent carousel, our fingers playing full chords, my books selling well, fan mail pouring upon us in crisp white founts, horses in the stables for moonlight rides to coves where either we or the sea might whisper all we wished in the night. And John Oatis seated there where you sit now, quietly taking the little blue gun from his pocket.”

“I laughed, thinking it was a cigar lighter of some sort,” said his wife.

“But John Oatis said quite seriously: ‘I’m going to kill you, Mr. Stone.’

“What did you do?”

“Do? I sat there, stunned, riven; I heard a terrible slam! the coffin lid in my face! I heard coal down a black chute; dirt on my buried door. They say all your past hurtles by at such times. Nonsense. The future does. You see your face a bloody porridge. You sit there until your fumbling mouth can say, ‘But why, John, what have I done to you?’

“‘Done!’ he cried.

“And his eyes skimmed along the vast bookshelf and the handsome brigade of books drawn stiffly to attention there with my name on each blazing like a panther’s eyes in the Moroccan blackness. ‘Done!’ he cried, mortally. And his hand itched the revolver in a sweat. ‘Now, John,’ I cautioned. ‘What do you want?’

“‘One thing more than anything else in the world,’ he said, ‘to kill you and be famous. Get my name in headlines. Be famous as you are famous. Be known for a lifetime and beyond as the man who killed Dudley Stone!’

“‘You can’t mean that!’

“‘I do. I’ll be very famous. Far more famous than I am today, in your shadow. Oh, listen here, no one in the world knows how to hate like a writer does. God, how I love your work and God, how I hate you because you write so well. Amazing ambivalence. But I can’t take it any more, not being able to write as you do, so I’ll take my fame the easy way. I’ll cut you off before you reach your prime. They say your next book will be your finest, your most brilliant!’

“‘They exaggerate.’

“‘My guess is they’re right!’ he said.

“I looked beyond him to Lena who sat in her chair, frightened, but not frightened enough to scream or run and spoil the scene so it might end inadvertently.

“‘Calm,’ I said. ‘Calmness. Sit there, John. I ask only one minute. Then pull the trigger.’

“‘No!’ Lena whispered.

“‘Calmness,’ I said to her, to myself, to John Oatis.

“I gazed out the open windows, I felt the wind, I thought of the wine in the cellar, the coves at the beach, the sea, the night moon like a disc of menthol cooling the summer heavens, drawing clouds of flaming salt, the stars, after it in a wheel toward morning. I thought of myself only thirty, Lena thirty, our whole lives ahead. I thought of all the flesh of life hung high and waiting for me to really start banqueting! I had never climbed a mountain, I had never sailed an ocean, I had never run for Mayor, I had never dived for pearls, I had never owned a telescope, I had never acted on a stage or built a house or read all the classics I had so wished to read. All the actions waiting to be done!

“So in that almost instantaneous sixty seconds, I thought at last of my career. The books I had written, the books I was writing, the books I intended to write. The reviews, the sales, our huge balance in the bank. And, believe or disbelieve me, for the first time in my life I got free of it all. I became, in one moment, a critic. I cleared the scales. On one hand I put all the boats I hadn’t taken, the flowers I hadn’t planted, the children I hadn’t raised, all the hills I hadn’t looked at, with Lena there, goddess of the harvest. In the middle I put John Oatis Kendall with his gun—the upright that held the balances. And on the empty scale opposite I laid my pen, my ink, my empty paper, my dozen books. I made some minor adjustments. The sixty seconds were ticking by. The sweet night wind blew across the table. It touched a curl of hair on Lena’s neck, oh Lord, how softly, softly it touched …

“The gun pointed at me. I have seen the moon craters in photographs, and that hole in space called the Great Coal Sack Nebula, but neither was as big, take my word, as the mouth of that gun across the room from me.

“‘John,’ I said at last, ‘do you hate me that much? Because I’ve been lucky and you not?’

“‘Yes, damn it!’ he cried.

“It was almost funny he should envy me. I was not that much better a writer than he. A flick of the wrist made the difference.

“‘John,’ I said quietly to him, ‘if you want me dead, I’ll be dead. Would you like for me never to write again?’

“‘I’d like nothing better!’ he cried. ‘Get ready!’ He aimed at my heart!

“‘All right,’ I said, ‘I’ll never write again.’

“‘What?’ he said.

“‘We’re old old friends, we’ve never lied to each other, have we? Then take my word, from this night on I’ll never put pen to paper.’

“‘Oh God,’ he said, and laughed with contempt and disbelief.

“‘There,’ I said, nodding my head at the desk near him, ‘are the only original copies of the two books I’ve been working on for the last three years. I’ll burn one in front of you now. The other you yourself may throw in the sea. Clean out the house, take everything faintly resembling literature, burn my published books, too. Here.’ I got up. He could have shot me then, but I had him fascinated. I tossed one manuscript on the hearth and touched a match to it.

“‘No!’ Lena said. I turned. ‘I know what I’m doing,’ I said. She began to cry. John Oatis Kendall simply stared at me, bewitched. I brought him the other unpublished manuscript. ‘Here,’ I said, tucking it under his right shoe so his foot was a paper weight. I went back and sat down. The wind was blowing and the night was warm and Lena was white as apple-blossoms there across the table.

“I said, ‘From this day forward I will not write ever again.’

“At last John Oatis managed to say, ‘How can you do this?’

“‘To make everyone happy,’ I said. ‘To make you happy because we’ll be friends again, eventually. To make Lena happy because I’ll be just her husband again and no agent’s performing seal. And myself happy because I’d rather be a live man than a dead author. A dying man will do anything, John. Now take my last novel and get along with you.’

“We sat there, the three of us, just as we three are sitting tonight. There was a smell of lemons and limes and camellias. The ocean roared on the stony coastland below; God, what a lovely moonlit sound. And at last, picking up the manuscript, John Oatis took it, like my body, out of the room. He paused at the door and said, ‘I believe you.’ And then he was gone. I heard him drive away. I put Lena to bed. That was one of the few nights in my life I ever walked down by the shore, but walk I did, taking deep breaths and feeling my arms and legs and my face with my hands, crying like a child, walking and wading in the surf to feel the cold salt water foaming about me in a million suds.”

Dudley Stone paused. Time had made a stop in the room. Time was in another year, the three of us sitting there, enchanted with his telling of the murder.

“And did he destroy your last novel?” I asked.

Dudley Stone nodded. “A week later one of the pages drifted up on the shore. He must have thrown them over the cliff, a thousand pages, I see it in my mind’s eye, a flock of white sea-gulls it might seem, flying down to the water and going out with the tide at four in the black morning. Lena ran up the beach with that single page in her hand, crying, ‘Look, look!’ And when I saw what she handed me, I tossed it back in the ocean.”

“Don’t tell me you honored your promise!”

Dudley Stone looked at me steadily. “What would you have done in a similar position? Look at it this way: John Oatis did me a favor. He didn’t kill me. He didn’t shoot me. He took my word. He honored my word. He let me live. He let me go on eating and sleeping and breathing. Quite suddenly he had broadened my horizons. I was so grateful that standing on the beach hip-deep in water that night, I cried. I was grateful. Do you really understand that word? Grateful he had let me live when he had had it in his hand to annihilate me forever.”

Mrs. Stone rose up, the dinner was ended. She cleared the dishes, we lit cigars; and Dudley Stone strolled me over to his office-athome, a rolltop desk, its jaws propped wide with parcels and papers and ink bottles, a typewriter, documents, ledgers, indexes.

“It was all rolling to a boil in me. John Oatis simply spooned the froth off the top so I could see the brew. It was very clear,” said Dudley Stone. “Writing was always so much mustard and gallweed to me; fidgeting words on paper, experiencing vast depressions of heart and soul. Watching the greedy critics graph me up, chart me down, slice me like sausage, eat me at midnight breakfasts. Work of the worst sort. I was ready to fling the pack. My trigger was set. Boom! There was John Oatis! Look here.”

He rummaged in the desk and brought forth handbills and posters. “I had been writing about living. Now I wanted to live. Do things instead of tell about things. I ran for the board of education. I won. I ran for alderman. I won. I ran for Mayor. I won! Sheriff! Town librarian! Sewage disposal official. I shook a lot of hands, saw a lot of life, did a lot of things. We’ve lived every way there is to live, with our eyes and noses and mouths, with our ears and hands. We’ve climbed hills and painted pictures, there are some on the wall! We’ve been three times around the world! I even delivered our baby son, unexpectedly. He’s grown and married now—lives in New York! We’ve done and done again.” Stone paused and smiled. “Come on out in the yard; we’ve set up a telescope, would you like to see the rings of Saturn?”

We stood in the yard, and the wind blew from a thousand miles at sea and while we were standing there, looking at the stars through the telescope, Mrs. Stone went down into the midnight cellar after a rare Spanish wine.

 

It was noon the next day when we reached the lonely station after a hurricane trip across the jouncing meadows from the sea. Mr. Dudley Stone let the car have its head, while he talked to me, laughing, smiling, pointing to this or that outcrop of Neolithic stone, this or that wild flower, falling silent again only as we parked and waited for the train to come and take me away.

“I suppose,” he said, looking at the sky, “you think I’m quite insane.”

“No, I’d never say that.”

“Well,” said Dudley Stone, “John Oatis Kendall did me one other favor.”

“What was that?”

Stone hitched around conversationally in the patched leather seat.

“He helped me get out when the going was good. Deep down inside I must have guessed that my literary success was something that would melt when they turned off the cooling system. My subconscious had a pretty fair picture of my future. I knew what none of my critics knew, that I was headed nowhere but down. The two books John Oatis destroyed were very bad. They would have killed me deader than Oatis possibly could. So he helped me decide, unwittingly, what I might not have had the courage to decide myself, to how gracefully out while the cotillion was still on, while the Chinese lanterns still cast flattering pink lights on my Harvard complexion. I had seen too many writers up, down, and out, hurt, unhappy, suicidal. The combination of circumstance, coincidence, subconscious knowledge, relief, and gratitude to John Oatis Kendall to just be alive, were fortuitous, to say the least.”

We sat in the warm sunlight another minute.

“And then I had the pleasure of seeing myself compared to all the greats when I announced my departure from the literary scene. Few authors in recent history have bowed out to such publicity. It was a lovely funeral. I looked, as they say, natural. And the echoes lingered. ‘His next book!’ the critics cried, ‘would have been it! A masterpiece!’ I had them panting, waiting. Little did they know. Even now, a quarter-century later, my readers who were college boys then, make sooty excursions on drafty kerosene-stinking shortline trains to solve the mystery of why I’ve made them wait so long for my ‘masterpiece.’ And thanks to John Oatis Kendall I still have a little reputation; it has receded slowly, painlessly. The next year I might have died by my own writing hand. How much better to cut your own caboose off the train, before others do it for you.

“My friendship with John Oatis Kendall? It came back. It took time, of course. But he was out here to see me in 1947; it was a nice day, all around, like old times. And now he’s dead and at last I’ve told someone everything. What will you tell your friends in the city? They won’t believe a word of this. But it is true, I swear it, as I sit here and breathe God’s good air and look at the calluses on my hands and begin to resemble the faded handbills I used when I ran for county treasurer.”

We stood on the station platform.

“Good-by, and thanks for coming and opening your ears and letting my world crash in on you. God bless to all your curious friends. Here comes the train! I’ve got to run; Lena and I are going to a Red Cross drive down the coast this afternoon! Good-by!”

I watched the dead man stomp and leap across the platform, felt the plankings shudder, saw him jump into his Model-T, heard it lurch under his bulk, saw him bang the floor-boards with a big foot, idle the motor, roar it, turn, smile, wave to me, and then roar off and away toward that suddenly brilliant town called Obscurity by a dazzling seashore called The Past.



Touched with Fire
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They stood in the blazing sunlight for a long while, looking at the bright faces of their old-fashioned railroad watches, while the shadows tilted beneath them, swaying, and the perspiration ran out under their porous summer hats. When they uncovered their heads to mop their lined and pinkened brows, their hair was white and soaked through, like something that had been out of the light for years. One of the men commented that his shoes felt like two loaves of baked bread and then, sighing warmly, added:

“Are you positive this is the right tenement?”

The second old man, Foxe by name, nodded, as if any quick motion might make him catch fire by friction alone. “I saw this woman every day for three days. She’ll show up. If she’s still alive, that is. Wait till you see her, Shaw. Lord! what a case.”

“Such an odd business,” said Shaw. “If people knew they’d think us Peeping Toms, doddering old fools. Lord, I feel self-conscious standing here.”

Foxe leaned on his cane. “Let me do all the talking if—hold on! There she is!” He lowered his voice. “Take a slow look as she comes out.”

The tenement front door slammed viciously. A dumpy woman stood at the top of the thirteen porch steps glancing this way and that with angry jerkings of her eyes. Jamming a plump hand in her purse, she seized some crumpled dollar bills, plunged down the steps brutally, and set off down the street in a charge. Behind her, several heads peered from apartment windows above, summoned by her crashing of the door.

“Come on,” whispered Foxe. “Here we go to the butcher’s.”

 

The woman flung open a butchershop door, rushed in. The two old men had a glimpse of a mouth sticky with raw lipstick. Her eyebrows were like mustaches over her squinting, always suspicious eyes. Abreast of the butchershop, they heard her voice already screaming inside.

“I want a good cut of meat. Let’s see what you got hidden to take home for yourself!”

The butcher stood silently in his bloody-fingerprinted frock, his hands empty. The two old men entered behind the woman and pretended to admire a pink loaf of fresh-ground sirloin.

“Them lambchops look sickly!” cried the woman. “What’s the price on brains?”

The butcher told her in a low dry voice.

“Well, weigh me a pound of liver!” said the woman. “Keep your thumbs off!”

The butcher weighed it out, slowly.

“Hurry up!” snapped the woman.

The butcher now stood with his hands out of sight below the counter.

“Look,” whispered Foxe. Shaw leaned back a trifle to peer below the case.

In one of the butcher’s bloody hands, empty before, a silvery meat ax was now clenched tightly, relaxed, clenched tightly, relaxed. The butcher’s eyes were blue and dangerously serene above the white porcelain counter while the woman yelled into those eyes and that pink self-contained face.

“Now do you believe?” whispered Foxe. “She really needs our help.”

They stared at the raw red cube-steaks for a long time, noticing all the little dents and marks where it had been hit, ten dozen times, by a steel mallet.

 

The braying continued at the grocer’s and the dime store, with the two old men following at a respectful distance.

“Mrs. Death-Wish,” said Mr. Foxe quietly. “It’s like watching a two-year-old run out on a battlefield. Any moment, you say, she’ll hit a mine; bang! Get the temperature just right, too much humidity, everyone itching, sweating, irritable. Along’ll come this fine lady, whining, shrieking. And so good-by. Well, Shaw, do we start business?”

“You mean just walk up to her?” Shaw was stunned by his own suggestion. “Oh, but we’re not really going to do this, are we? I thought it was sort of a hobby. People, habits, customs, et cetera. It’s been fun. But actually mixing in—? We’ve better things to do.”

“Have we?” Foxe nodded down the street to where the woman ran out in front of cars, making them stop with a great squall of brakes, horn-blowing, and cursing. “Are we Christians? Do we let her feed herself subconsciously to the lions? Or do we convert her?”

“Convert her?”

“To love, to serenity, to. a longer life. Look at her. Doesn’t want to live any more. Deliberately aggravates people. One day soon, someone’ll favor her, with a hammer, or strychnine. She’s been going down for the third time a long while now. When you’re drowning, you get nasty, grab at people, scream. Let’s have lunch and lend a hand, eh? Otherwise, our victim will run on until she finds her murderer.”

Shaw stood with the sun driving him into the boiling white sidewalk, and it seemed for a moment the street tilted vertically, became a cliff down which the woman fell toward a blazing sky. At last he shook his head.

“You’re right,” he said. “I wouldn’t want her on my conscience.”

 

The sun burnt the paint from the tenement fronts, bleached the air raw and turned the gutter-waters to vapor by midafternoon when the old men, numbed and evaporated, stood in the inner passageways of a house that funneled bakery air from front to back in a searing torrent. When they spoke it was the submerged, muffled talk of men in steam rooms, preposterously tired and remote.

The front door opened. Foxe stopped a boy who carried a wellmangled loaf of bread. “Son, we’re looking for the woman who gives the door an awful slam when she goes out.”

“Oh, her?” The boy ran upstairs, calling back. “Mrs. Shrike!”

Foxe grabbed Shaw’s arm. “Lord, Lord! It can’t be true!”

“I want to go home,” said Shaw.

“But there it is!” said Foxe, incredulous, tapping his cane on the room-index in the lobby. “Mr. and Mrs. Alfred Shrike, 331 upstairs! Husband’s a longshoreman, big hulking brute, comes home dirty. Saw them out on Sunday, her jabbering, him never speaking, never looking at her. Oh, come on, Shaw.”

“It’s no use,” said Shaw. “You can’t help people like her unless they want to be helped. That’s the first law of mental health. You know it, I know it. If you get in her way, she’ll trample you. Don’t be a fool.”

“But who’s to speak for her—and people like her? Her husband? Her friends? The grocer, the butcher? They’d sing at her wake! Will they tell her she needs a psychiatrist? Does she know it? No. Who knows it? We do. Well, then, you don’t keep vital information like that from the victim, do you?”

Shaw took off his sopping hat and gazed bleakly into it. “Once, in biology class, long ago, our teacher asked if we thought we could remove a frog’s nervous system, intact, with a scalpel. Take out the whole delicate antennalike structure, with all its little pink thistles and half-invisible ganglions. Impossible, of course. The nervous system’s so much a part of the frog there’s no way to pull it like a hand from a green glove. You’d destroy the frog, doing it. Well, that’s Mrs. Shrike. There’s no way to operate on a souring ganglion. Bile is in the vitreous humor of her mad little elephant eyes. You might as well try to get all the saliva out of her mouth forever. It’s very sad. But I think we’ve gone too far already.”

“True,” said Foxe patiently, earnestly, nodding. “But all I want to do is post a warning. Drop a little seed in her subconscious. Tell her, ‘You’re a murderee, a victim looking for a place to happen.’ One tiny seed I want to plant in her head and hope it’ll sprout and flower. A very faint, very poor hope that before it’s too late, she’ll gather her courage and go see a psychiatrist!”

“It’s too hot to talk.”

“All the more reason to act! More murders are committed at ninety-two degrees Fahrenheit than any other temperature. Over one hundred, it’s too hot to move. Under ninety, cool enough to survive. But right at ninety-two degrees lies the apex of irritability, everything is itches and hair and sweat and cooked pork. The brain becomes a rat rushing around a red-hot maze. The least thing, a word, a look, a sound, the drop of a hair and—irritable murder. irritable murder, there’s a pretty and terrifying phrase for you. Look at that hall thermometer, eighty-nine degrees. Crawling up toward ninety, itching up toward ninety-one, sweating toward ninety-two an hour, two hours from now. Here’s the first flight of stairs. We can rest on each landing. Up we go!”

 

The two old men moved in the third-floor darkness.

“Don’t check the numbers,” said Foxe. “Let’s guess which apartment is hers.”

Behind the last door a radio exploded, the ancient paint shuddered and flaked softly onto the worn carpet at their feet. The men watched the entire door jitter with vibration in its grooves.

They looked at each other and nodded grimly.

Another sound cut like an ax through the paneling; a woman, shrieking to someone across town on a telephone.

“No phone necessary. She should just open her window and yell.”

Foxe rapped.

The radio blasted out the rest of its song, the voice bellowed. Foxe rapped again, and tested the knob. To his horror the door got free of his grasp and floated swiftly inward, leaving them like actors trapped on-stage when a curtain rises too soon.

“Oh, no!” cried Shaw.

They were buried in a flood of sound. It was like standing in the spiliway of a dam and pulling the gate-lever. Instinctively, the old men raised their hands, wincing as if the sound were pure blazing sunlight that burnt their eyes.

The woman (it was indeed Mrs. Shrike!) stood at a wall phone, saliva flying from her mouth at an incredible rate. She showed all of her large white teeth, chunking off her monologue, nostrils flared, a vein in her wet forehead ridged up, pumping, her free hand flexing and unflexing itself. Her eyes were clenched shut as she yelled:

“Tell that damned son-in-law of mine I won’t see him, he’s a lazy hum!”

Suddenly the woman snapped her eyes wide, some animal instinct having felt rather than heard or seen an intrusion. She continued yelling into the phone, meanwhile piercing her visitors with a glance forged of the coldest steel. She yelled for a full minute longer, then slammed down the receiver and said, without taking a breath: “Well?”

The two men moved together for protection. Their lips moved.

“Speak up!” cried the woman.

“Would you mind,” said Foxe, “turning the radio down?”

She caught the word “radio” by lip reading. Still glaring at them out of her sunburnt face, she slapped the radio without looking at it, as one slaps a child that cries all day every day and has become an unseen pattern in life. The radio subsided.

“I’m not buyin’ anything!”

She ripped a dog-eared packet of cheap cigarettes like it was a bone with meat on it, snapped one of the cigarettes in her smeared mouth and lit it, sucking greedily on the smoke, jetting it through her thin nostrils until she was a feverish dragon confronting them in a fire-clouded room. “I got work to do. Make your pitch!”

They looked at the magazines spilled like great catches of brightcolored fish on the linoleum floor, the unwashed coffee cup near the broken rocking chair, the tilted, greasy thumb-marked lamps, the smudged windowpanes, the dishes piled in the sink under a steadily dripping, dripping faucet, the cobwebs floating like dead skin in the ceiling corners, and over all of it the thickened smell of life lived too much, too long, with the window down.

They saw the wall thermometer.

Temperature: ninety degrees Fahrenheit.

They gave each other a half-startled look.

“I’m Mr. Foxe, this is Mr. Shaw. We’re retired insurance salesmen. We still sell occasionally, to supplement our retirement fund. Most of the time, however, we’re taking it easy and—”

“You tryin’ to sell me insurance!” She cocked her head at them through the cigarette smoke.

“There’s no money connected with this, no.”

“Keep talking,” she said.

“I hardly know how to begin. May we sit down?” He looked about and decided there wasn’t a thing in the room he would trust himself to sit on. “Never mind.” He saw she was about to bellow again, so went on swiftly. “We retired after forty years of seeing people from nursery to cemetery gate, you might say. In that time we’d formulated certain opinions. Last year, sitting in the park talking, we put two and two together. We realized that many people didn’t have to die so young. With the correct investigation, a new type of Customer’s Information might be provided as a sideline by insurance companies …”

“I’m not sick,” said the woman.

“Oh, hut you are!” cried Mr. Foxe, and then put two fingers to his mouth in dismay.

“Don’t tell me what I am!” she cried.

Foxe plunged headlong. “Let me make it clear. People die every day, psychologically speaking. Some part of them gets tired. And that small part tries to kill off the entire person. For example—” He looked about and seized on his first evidence with what amounted to a vast relief. “There! That light bulb in your bathroom, hung right over the tub on frayed wire. Someday you’ll slip, make a grab and—pfft!”

Mrs. Albert J. Shrike squinted at the light bulb in the bathroom. “So?”

“People,” Mr. Foxe warmed to his subject, while Mr. Shaw fidgeted, his face now flushed, now dreadfully pale, edged toward the door, “people, like cars, need their brakes checked; their emotional brakes, do you see? Their lights, their batteries, their approaches and responses to life.”

Mrs. Shrike snorted. “Your two minutes are up. I haven’t learned a damned thing.”

Mr. Foxe blinked, first at her, then at the sun burning mercilessly through the dusty windowpanes. Perspiration was running in the soft lines of his face. He chanced a look at the wall thermometer.

“Ninety-one,” he said.

“What’s eating you, pop?” asked Mrs. Shrike.

“I beg your pardon.” He stared in fascination at the red-hot line of mercury firing up the small glass vent across the room. “Sometimes—sometimes we all make wrong turnings. Our choice of marriage partners. A wrong job. No money. Illness. Migraine headaches. Glandular deficiencies. Dozens of little prickly, irritable things. Before you know it, you’re taking it out on everyone everywhere.”

She was watching his mouth as if he were talking a foreign language; she scowled, she squinted, she tilted her head, her cigarette smoldering in one plump hand.

“We run about screaming, making enemies.” Foxe swallowed and glanced away from her. “We make people want to see us— gone—sick—dead, even. People want to hit us, knock us down, shoot us. It’s all unconscious, though. You see?”

God, it’s hot in here, he thought. If there were only one window open. Just one. Just one window open.

Mrs. Shrike’s eyes were widening, as if to allow in everything he said.

“Some people are not only accident-prones, which means they want to punish themselves physically, for some crime, usually a petty immorality they think they’ve long forgotten. But their subconscious puts them in dangerous situations, makes them jaywalk, makes them—” He hesitated and the sweat dripped from his chin. “Makes them ignore frayed electric cords over bathtubs— they’re potential victims. It is marked on their faces, hidden like— like tattoos, you might say, on the inner rather than the outer skin. A murderer passing one of these accident-prones, these wishersafter-death, would see the invisible markings, turn, and follow them, instinctively, to the nearest alley. With luck, a potential victim might not happen to cross the tracks of a potential murderer for fifty years. Then—one afternoon—fate! These people, these death-prones, touch all the wrong nerves in passing strangers; they brush the murder in all our breasts.”

Mrs. Shrike mashed her cigarette in a dirty saucer, very slowly.

Foxe shifted his cane from one trembling hand to the other. “So it was that a year ago we decided to try to find people who needed help. These are always the people who don’t even know they need help, who’d never dream of going to a psychiatrist. At first, I said, we’ll make dry-runs. Shaw was always against it, save as a hobby, a harmless little quiet thing between ourselves. I suppose you’d say I’m a fool. Well, we’ve just completed a year of dry-runs. We watched two men, studied their environmental factors, their work, marriages, at a discreet distance. None of our business, you say? But each time, the men came to a bad end. One killed in a bar-room. Another pushed out a window. A woman we studied, run down by a streetcar. Coincidence? What about that old man accidentally poisoned? Didn’t turn on the bathroom light one night. What was there in his mind that wouldn’t let him turn the light on? What made him move in the dark and drink medicine in the dark and die in the hospital next day, protesting he wanted nothing but to live? Evidence, evidence, we have it, we have it. Two dozen cases. Coffins nailed to a good half of them in that little time. No more dry-runs; it’s time for action, preventative use of data. Time to work with people, make friends before the undertaker slips in the side door.”

Mrs. Shrike stood as if he had struck her on the head, quite suddenly, with a large weight. Then just her blurred lips moved. “And you came here?”

“Well—”

“You’ve been watching me?”

“We only—”

“Following me?”

“In order to—”

“Get out!” she said.

“We can—”

“Get out!” she said.

“If you’ll only listen—”

“Oh, I said this would happen,” whispered Shaw, shutting his eyes.

“Dirty old men, get out!” she shouted.

“There’s no money involved.”

“I’ll throw you out, I’ll throw you out!” she shrieked, clenching her fists, gritting her teeth. Her face colored insanely. “Who are you, dirty old grandmas, coming here, spying, you old cranks!” she yelled. She seized the straw hat from Mr. Foxe’s head; he cried out; she tore the lining from it, cursing. “Get out, get out, get out, get out!” She hurled it to the floor. She crunched one heel through the middle. She kicked it. “Get out, get out!”

“Oh, but you need us!” Foxe stared in dismay at the hat as she swore at him in a language that turned corners, blazing, that flew in the air like great searing torches. The woman knew every language and every word in every language. She spoke with fire and alcohol and smoke.

“Who do you think you are? God? God and the Holy Ghost, passing on people, snooping, prying, you old jerks, you old dirtyminded grandmas! You, you—” She gave them further names, names that forced them toward the door in shock, recoiling. She gave them a long vile list of names without pausing for breath. Then she stopped, gasped, trembled, heaved in a great suction of air, and started a further list of ten dozen even viler names.

“See here!” said Foxe, stiffening.

Shaw was out the door, pleading with his partner to come along, it was over and done, it was as he expected, they were fools, they were everything she said they were, oh, how embarrassing!

“Old maid!” shouted the woman.

“I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue.”

“Old maid, old maid!”

Somehow this was worse than all the really vile names.

Foxe swayed, his mouth clapped open, shut, open, shut.

“Old woman!” she cried. “Woman, woman, woman!”

He was in a blazing yellow jungle. The room was drowned in fire, it clenched upon him, the furniture seemed to shift and whirl about, the sunlight shot through the rammed-shut windows, firing the dust, which leaped up from the rug in angry sparks when a fly buzzed a crazy spiral from nowhere; her mouth, a feral red thing, licked the air with all the obscenities collected just behind it in a lifetime, and beyond her on the baked brown wallpaper the thermometer said ninety-two, and he looked again and it said ninety-two, and still the woman screamed like the wheels of a train scraping around a vast iron curve of track; fingernails down a blackboard, and steel across marble. “Old maid! Old maid! Old maid!”

Foxe drew his arm back, cane clenched in fist, very high, and struck.

“No!” cried Shaw in the doorway.

But the woman had slipped and fallen aside, gibbering, clawing the floor. Foxe stood over her with a look of positive disbelief on his face. He looked at his arm and his wrist and his hand and his fingers, each in turn, through a great invisible glaring hot wall of crystal that enclosed him. He looked at the cane as if it was an easily seen and incredible exclamation point come out of nowhere to the center of the room. His mouth stayed open, the dust fell in silent embers, dead. He felt the blood drop from his face as if a small door had banged wide into his stomach. “I—”

She frothed.

Scrabbling about, every part of her seemed a separate animal. Her arms and legs, her hands, her head, each was a lopped-off bit of some creature wild to return to itself, but blind to the proper way of making that return. Her mouth still gushed out her sickness with words and sounds that were not even faintly words. It had been in her a long time, a long long time. Foxe looked upon her, in a state of shock, himself. Before today, she had spat her venom out, here, there, another place. Now he had loosed the flood of a lifetime and he felt in danger of drowning here. He sensed someone pulling him by his coat. He saw the door sills pass on either side. He heard the cane fall and rattle like a thin bone far away from his hand, which seemed to have been stung by some terrible unseen wasp. And then he was out, walking mechanically, down through the burning tenement, between the scorched walls. Her voice crashed like a guillotine down the stair. “Get out! Get out! Get out!”

Fading like the wail of a person dropped down an open well into darkness.

At the bottom of the last flight, near the street door, Foxe turned himself loose from this other man here, and for a long moment leaned against the wall, his eyes wet, able to do nothing but moan. His hands, while he did this, moved in the air to find the lost cane, moved on his head, touched at his moist eyelids, amazed, and fluttered away. They sat on the bottom hall step for ten minutes in silence, drawing sanity into their lungs with every shuddering breath. Finally Mr. Foxe looked over at Mr. Shaw, who had been staring at him in wonder and fright for the full ten minutes.

“Did you see what I did? Oh, oh, that was close. Close. Close.” He shook his head. “I’m a fool. That poor, poor woman. She was right.”

“There’s nothing to be done.”

“I see that now. It had to fall on me.”

“Here, wipe your face. That’s better.”

“Do you think she’ll tell Mr. Shrike about us?”

“No, no.”

“Do you think we could—”

“Talk to him?”

They considered this and shook their heads. They opened the front door to a gush of furnace heat and were almost knocked down by a huge man who strode between them.

“Look where you’re going!” he cried.

They turned and watched the man move ponderously, in fiery darkness, one step at a time, up into the tenement house, a creature with the ribs of a mastodon and the head of an unshorn lion, with great beefed arms, irritably hairy, painfully sunburnt. The face they had seen briefly as he shouldered past was a sweating, raw, sunblistered pork face, salt droplets under the red eyes, dripping from the chin; great smears of perspiration stained the man’s armpits, coloring his tee-shirt to the waist.

They shut the tenement door gently.

“That’s him,” said Mr. Foxe. “That’s the husband.”

 

They stood in the little store across from the tenement. It was five-thirty, the sun tilting down the sky, the shadows the color of hot summer grapes under the rare few trees and in the alleys.

“What was it, hanging out of the husband’s back pocket?”

“Longshoreman’s hook. Steel. Sharp, heavy-looking. Like those claws one-armed men used to wear on the end of their stumps, years ago.”

Mr. Foxe did not speak.

“What’s the temperature?” asked Mr. Foxe, a minute later, as if he were too tired to turn his head to look.

“Store thermometer still reads ninety-two. Ninety-two right on the nose.”

Foxe sat on a packing crate, making the least motion to hold an orange soda bottle in his fingers. “Cool off,” he said. “Yes, I need an orange pop very much, right now.”

They sat there in the furnace, looking up at one special tenement window for a long time, waiting, waiting …



The Dragon
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The night blew in the short grass on the moor; there was no other motion. It had been years since a single bird had flown by in the great blind shell of sky. Long ago a few small stones had simulated life when they crumbled and fell into dust. Now only the night moved in the souls of the two men bent by their lonely fire in the wilderness; darkness pumped quietly in their veins and ticked silently in their temples and their wrists.

Firelight fled up and down their wild faces and welled in their eyes in orange tatters. They listened to each other’s faint, cool breathing and the lizard blink of their eyelids. At last, one man poked the fire with his sword.

“Don’t, idiot; you’ll give us away!”

“No matter,” said the second man. “The dragon can smell us miles off, anyway. God’s breath, it’s cold. I wish I was back at the castle.”

“It’s death, not sleep, we’re after….”

“Why? Why? The dragon never sets foot in the town!”

“Quiet, fool! He eats men travelling alone from our town to the next!”

“Let them be eaten and let us get home!”

“Wait now; listen!”

The two men froze.

They waited a long time, but there was only the shake of their horses’ nervous skin like black velvet tambourines jingling the silver stirrup buckles, softly, softly.

“Ah.” The second man sighed. “What a land of nightmares. Everything happens here. Someone blows out the sun; it’s night. And then, and then, oh. God, listen! This dragon, they say his eyes are fire. His breath a white gas; you can see him bum across the dark lands. He runs with sulphur and thunder and kindles the grass. Sheep panic and die insane. Women deliver forth monsters. The dragon’s fury is such that tower walls shake back to dust. His victims, at sunrise, are strewn hither and thither on the hills. How many knights, I ask, have gone for this monster and failed, even as we shall fail?”

“Enough of that!”

“More than enough! Out here in this desolation I cannot tell what year this is!”

“Nine hundred years since the Nativity.”

“No, no,” whispered the second man, eyes shut. “On this moor is no Time, is only Forever. I feel if I ran back on the road the town would be gone, the people yet unborn, things changed, the castles unquarried from the rocks, the timbers still uncut from the forests; don’t ask how I know, the moor knows, and tells me. And here we sit alone in the land of the fire dragon. God save us!”

“Be you afraid, then gird on your armour!”

“What use? The dragon runs from nowhere; we cannot guess its home. It vanishes in fog, we know not where it goes. Aye, on with our armour, we’ll die well-dressed.”

Half into his silver corselet, the second man stopped again and turned his head.

Across the dim country, full of night and nothingness from the heart of the moor itself, the wind sprang full of dust from clocks that used dust for telling time. There were black suns burning in the heart of this new wind and a million burnt leaves shaken from some autumn tree beyond the horizon. This wind melted landscapes, lengthened bones like white wax, made the blood roil and thicken to a muddy deposit in the brain. The wind was a thousand souls dying and all time confused and in transit. It was a fog inside of a mist inside of a darkness, and this place was no man’s place and there was no year or hour at all, but only these men in a faceless emptiness of sudden frost, storm, and white thunder which moved behind the great falling pane of green glass that was the lightning. A squall of rain drenched the turf, all faded away until there was unbreathing hush and the two men waiting alone with their warmth in a cool season.

“There,” whispered the first man. “Oh, there…”

Miles off, rushing with a great chant and a roar - the dragon.

In silence, the men buckled on their armour and mounted their horses. The midnight wilderness was split by a monstrous gushing as the dragon roared nearer, nearer; its Hashing yellow glare spurted above a hill and then, fold on fold of dark body, distantly seen, therefore indistinct, flowed over that hill and plunged vanishing into a valley.

“Quick!”

They spurred their horses forward to a small hollow.

“This is where it passes!”

They seized their lances with mailed fists, and blinded their horses by flipping the visors down over their eyes.

“Lord!’

“Yes, let us use His name.”

On the instant, the dragon rounded a hill. Its monstrous amber eye fed on them, fired their armour in red glints and glitters. With a terrible wailing cry and a grinding rush it flung itself forward.

“Mercy, God!’

The lance struck under the unlidded yellow eye, buckled, tossed the man through the air. The dragon hit, spilled him over, down, ground him under. Passing, the black brunt of its shoulder smashed the remaining horse and rider a hundred feet against the side of a boulder, wailing, wailing, the dragon shrieking, the fire all about, around, under it, a pink, yellow, orange sun-fire with great soft plumes of blinding smoke.

“Did you see it?” cried a voice. “Just like I told you!”

“The same! The same! A knight in armour, by the Lord, Harry! We hit him!”

“You goin’ to stop?”

“Did once; found nothing. Don’t like to stop on this moor. I get the willies. Got a feel, it has.”

“But we hit something’.”

“Gave him plenty of whistle; chap wouldn’t budge.”

A steaming blast cut the mist aside.

“We’ll make Stokely on time. More coal, eh, Fred?”

Another whistle shook dew from the empty sky. The night train, in fire and fury, shot through a gully, up a rise, and vanished over cold earth, towards the north, leaving black smoke and steam to dissolve in the numbed air minutes after it had passed and gone for ever.
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They’re very odd,” I said. “The little Mexican couple.”

“How do you mean?” asked my wife.

“Never a sound,” I said. “Listen.”

Ours was a house deep back in among tenements, to which another half-house had been added. When my wife and I purchased the house, we rented the additional quarter which lay walled up against one side of our parlour. Now, listening at this particular wall, we heard our hearts beat.

“I know they’re home,” I whispered. “But in the three years they’ve lived here I’ve never heard a dropped pan, a spoken word, or the sound of a light switch. Good God, what are they doing in there?”

“I’d never thought,” said my wife. “It is peculiar.”

“Only one light on, that same dim little blue 25-watt bulb they bum in the parlour. If you walk by and peer in their front door, there he is, sitting in his armchair, not saying a word, his hands in his lap. There she is, sitting in the other armchair, looking at him, saying nothing. They don’t move.”

“At first glance I always think they’re not home,” said my wife. “Their parlour’s so dark. But if you stare long enough, your eyes get used to it and you can make them out, sitting there.”

“Some day,” I said, “I’m going to run in, turn on their lights, and yell! My God, if I can’t stand their silence, how can they? They can talk, can’t they?”

“When he pays the rent each month, he says hello.”

“What else?”

“Good-bye.”

I shook my head. “When we meet in the alley he smiles and runs.”

My wife and I sat down for an evening of reading, the radio, and talk. “Do they have a radio?”

“No radio, television, telephone. Not a book, magazine, or paper in their house.”

“Ridiculous!”

“Don’t get so excited.”

“I know, but you can’t sit in a dark room two or three years and not speak, not listen to a radio, not read or even eat, can you? I’ve never smelled a steak, or an egg frying. Damn it, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard them go to bed!”

“They’re doing it to mystify us, dear.”

“They’re succeeding!”

I went for a walk around the block. It was a nice summer evening. Returning I glanced idly in their front door. The dark silence was there, and the heavy shapes, sitting, and the little blue light burning. I stood a long time, finishing my cigarette. It was only in turning to go that I saw him in the doorway, looking out with his bland, plump face. He didn’t move. He just stood there, watching me.

“Evening,” I said.

Silence. After a moment, he turned, moving away into the dark room.

In the morning, the little Mexican left the house at seven o’clock alone, hurrying down the alley, observing the same silence he kept in his rooms. She followed at eight o’clock, walking carefully, all lumpy under her dark coat, a black hat balanced on her frizzy, beauty parlour hair. They had gone to work this way, remote and silent, for years.

“Where do they work?” I asked, at breakfast.

“He’s a blast furnaceman at U.S. Steel here. She sews in a dress loft somewhere.’

“That’s hard work.”

I typed a few pages of my novel, read, idled, typed some more. At five in the afternoon I saw the little Mexican woman come home, unlock her door, hurry inside, hook the screen, and lock the door tight.

He arrived at six sharp, in a rush. Once on their back porch, however, he became infinitely patient. Quietly, raking his hand over the screen, lightly, like a fat mouse scrabbling, he waited. At last she let him in. I did not see their mouths move.

Not a sound during supper time. No frying. No rattle of dishes. Nothing.

I saw the small blue lamp go on.

“That’s how he is,” said my wife, “when he pays the rent. Raps so quietly I don’t hear. I just happen to glance out of the window and there he is. God knows how long he’s waited, standing, sort of ‘nibbling’ at the door.”

Two nights later, on a beautiful July evening the little Mexican man came out on the back porch and looked at me, working in the garden and said, “You’re crazy!” He turned to my wife. “You’re crazy, too!” He waved his plump hand, quietly. “I don’t like you. Too much noise. I don’t like you. You’re crazy.”

He went back into his little house.

 

August, September, October, November. The ‘mice’, as we now referred to them, lay quietly in their dark nest. Once, my wife gave him some old magazines with his rent receipt. He accepted these politely, with a smile and a bow, but no word. An hour later she saw him put the magazines in the yard incinerator and strike a match.

The next day he paid the rent three months in advance, no doubt figuring that he would only have to see us up close once every twelve weeks. When I saw him on the street, he crossed quickly to the other side to greet an imaginary friend. She, similarly, ran by me, smiling wildly, bewildered, nodding. I never got nearer than twenty yards to her. If there was plumbing to be fixed in their house, they went silently forth on their own, not telling us, and brought back a plumber who worked, it seemed, with a flashlight.

“God damnedest thing,” he told me when I saw him in the alley. “Damn fool place there hasn’t got any light bulbs in the sockets. When I asked where they all were, damn it, they just smiled at me!”

I lay at night thinking about the little mice. Where were they from? Mexico, yes. What part? A farm, a small village, somewhere by a river? Certainly no city or town. But a place where there were stars and the normal lights and darknesses, the goings and comings of the moon and the sun they had known the better part of their lives. Yet here they were, far far away from home, in an impossible city, he sweating out the hell of blast furnaces all day, she bent to jittering needles in a sewing loft. They came home then to this block, through a loud city, avoided clanging streetcars and saloons that screamed like red parrots along their way. Through a million shriekings they ran back to their parlour, their blue light, their comfortable chairs, and their silence. I often thought of this. Late at night I felt if I put out my hand, in the dark of my own bedroom, I might feel adobe, and hear a cricket, and a river running by under the moon, and someone singing, softly, to a faint guitar.

 

Late one December evening the next door tenement burned. Flames roared at the sky, bricks fell in avalanches, and sparks littered the roof where the quiet mice lived.

I pounded their door.

“Fire!” I cried. “Fire!”

They sat motionless, in their blue-lighted room.

I pounded violently. “You hear? Fire!”

The fire engines arrived. They gushed water into the tenement. More bricks fell. Four of them smashed holes in the little house. I climbed to the roof, extinguished the small fires there and scrambled down, my face dirty and my hands cut. The door to the little house opened. The quiet little Mexican and his wife stood in the doorway, solid and unmoved.

“Let me in!” I cried. “There’s a hole in your roof; some sparks may have fallen in your bedroom!”

I pulled the door wide, pushed past them.

“No!” the little man grunted.

“Ah!” the little woman ran in a circle like a broken toy.

I was inside with a flashlight. The little man seized my arm.

I smelled his breath.

And then my flashlight shot through the rooms of their house. Light sparkled on a hundred wine bottles standing in the hall, two hundred bottles shelved in the kitchen, six dozen along the parlour wall-boards, more of the same on bedroom bureaus and in closets. I do not know if I was more impressed with the hole in the bedroom ceiling or the endless glitter of so many bottles. I lost count. It was like an invasion of gigantic shining beetles, struck dead, deposited, and left by some ancient diseased

In the bedroom, I felt the little man and woman behind me in the doorway. I heard their loud breathing and I could feel their eyes. I raised the beam of my flashlight away from the glittering bottles, I focused it, carefully, and for the rest of my visit, on the hole in the yellow ceiling.

The little woman began to cry. She cried softly. Nobody moved.

The next morning they left.

Before we even knew they were going, they were half down the alley at six a.m. carrying their luggage, which was light enough to be entirely empty. I tried to stop them. I talked to them. They were old friends, I said. Nothing had changed, I said. They had nothing to do with the fire, I said, or the roof. They were innocent bystanders, I insisted! I would fix the roof myself, no charge, no charge to them! But they did not look at me. They looked at the house and at the open end of the alley, ahead of them, while I talked. Then, when I stopped they nodded to the alley as if agreeing that it was time to go, and walked off, and then began to run, it seemed, away from me, towards the street where there were streetcars and buses and automobiles and many loud avenues stretching in a maze. They hurried proudly, though, heads up, not looking back.

It was only by accident I ever met them again. At Christ-mastime, one evening, I saw the little man running quietly along the twilight street ahead of me. On a personal whim, I followed. When he turned, I turned. At last, five blocks away from our old neighborhood, he scratched quietly at the door of a little white house. I saw the door open, shut, and lock him in. As night settled over, the tenement city, a small light burned like blue mist in the tiny living-room as I passed. I thought I saw, but probably imagined, two silhouettes there, he on his side of the room in his own particular chair, and she on her side of the room, sitting, sitting in the dark, and one or two bottles beginning to collect on the floor behind the chairs, and not a sound, not a sound between them. Only the silence.

I did not go up and knock. I strolled by. I walked on along the avenue, listening to the parrot cafes scream. I bought a newspaper, a magazine, and a quarter-edition book. Then I went home to where all the lights were lit and there was warm food upon the table.



	ICARUS MONTGOLFIER WRIGHT (1956)

	 

	HE lay on his bed and the wind blew through the window over his ears and over his half-opened mouth so it whispered to him in his dream. It was like the wind of time hollowing the Delphic caves to say what must be said of yesterday, today, tomorrow. Sometimes one voice gave a shout far off away, sometimes two, a dozen, an entire race of men cried out through his mouth, but their words were always the same:

	'Look, look, we've done it!'

	For suddenly he, they, one or many, were flung in the dream, and flew. The air spread in a soft warm sea where he swam, disbelieving.

	'Look, look! It's done!'

	But he didn't ask the world to watch, he was only shocking his senses wide to see, taste, smell, touch the air, the wind, the rising moon. He swam alone in the sky. The heavy earth was gone.

	But wait, he thought, wait now!

	Tonight — what night is this?

	The night before, of course. The night before the first flight of a rocket to the Moon. Beyond this room on the baked desert floor one hundred yards away the rocket waits for me.

	 

	Well, does it now? Is there

	really

	a rocket?

	 

	 

	Hold on! he thought, and twisted, turned, sweating, eyes tight, to the wall, the fierce whisper in his teeth. Be certain-sure! You, now, who

	are

	you?

	 

	 

	Me? he thought.

	My

	name?

	 

	Jedediah Prentiss, born 1938, college graduate 1959, licensed rocket pilot, 1965. Jedediah Prentiss . . . Jedediah Prentiss . . .

	The wind whistled his name away! He grabbed for it, yelling.

	Then, gone quiet, he waited for the wind to bring his name back. He waited a long while, and there was only silence, and then after a thousand heartbeats, he felt motion.

	The sky opened out like a soft blue flower. The Aegean Sea stirred soft white fans through a distant wine-coloured surf.

	In the wash of the waves on the shore, he heard his name.

	 

	Icarus.

	 

	And again in a breathing whisper.

	 

	Icarus.

	 

	Someone shook his arm and it was his father saying his name and shaking away the night. And he himself lay small, half-turned to the window and the shore below and the deep sky, feeling the first wind of morning ruffle the golden feathers bedded in amber wax lying by the side of his cot. Golden wings stirred half-alive in his father's arms, and the faint down on his own shoulders quilled trembling as he looked at these wings and beyond them to the cliff.

	'Father, how's the wind?'

	'Enough for me, but never enough for you . . . '

	'Father, don't worry. The wings seem clumsy, now, but my bones in the feathers will make them strong, my blood in the wax will make it live!'

	 

	'My blood, my bones, too, remember; each man lends his flesh to his children, asking that they tend it well. Promise you'll not go high, Icarus.

	The

	sun, or

	my

	son, the heat of one, the fever of the other, could melt these wings. Take care!'

	 

	And they carried the splendid golden wings into the morning and heard them whisper in their arms, whisper his name or a name or some name that blew, spun, and settled like a feather on the soft air.

	 

	Montgolfier.

	 

	His hands touched fiery rope, bright linen, stitched thread gone hot as summer. His hands fed wool and straw to a breathing flame.

	 

	Montgolfier.

	 

	And his eye soared up along the swell and sway, the oceanic tug and pull, the immensely wafted silver pear still filling with the shimmering tidal airs channelled up from the blaze. Silent as a god tilted slumbering above French countryside, this delicate linen envelope, this swelling sac of oven-baked air would soon pluck itself free. Draughting upward to blue worlds of silence, his mind and his brother's mind would sail with it, muted, serene among island clouds where uncivilized lightnings slept. Into that uncharted gulf and abyss where no bird-song or shout of man could follow, the balloon would hush itself. So cast adrift, he, Montgolfier, and all men, might hear the unmeasured breathing of God and the cathedral tread of eternity.

	'Ah . . . ' He moved, the crowd moved, shadowed by the warm balloon. 'Everything's ready, everything's right . . . '

	Right. His lips twitched in his dream. Right. Hiss, whisper, flutter, rush. Right.

	From his father's hands a toy jumped to the ceiling, whirled in its own wind, suspended, while he and his brother stared to see it flicker, rustle, whistle, heard it murmuring their names.

	 

	Wright.

	 

	Whispering: wind, sky, cloud, space, wing, fly . . .

	 

	'Wilbur, Orville? Look; how's

	that?'

	 

	Ah. In his sleep, his mouth sighed.

	The toy helicopter hummed, bumped the ceiling, murmured eagle, raven, sparrow, robin, hawk; murmured eagle, raven, sparrow, robin, hawk. Whispered eagle, whispered raven, and at last, fluttering to their hands with a susurrance, a wash of blowing weather from summers yet to come, with a last whir and exhalation, whispered hawk.

	Dreaming, he smiled.

	He saw the clouds rush down the Aegean sky.

	He felt the balloon sway drunkenly, its great bulk ready for the clear running wind.

	He felt the sand hiss up the Atlantic shelves from the soft dunes that might save him if he, a fledgling bird, should fall. The framework struts hummed and chorded like a harp and himself caught up in its music.

	Beyond this room he felt the primed rocket glide on the desert field, its fire-wings folded, its fire-breath kept, held ready to speak for three billion men. In a moment he would wake and walk slowly out to that rocket.

	And stand on the rim of the cliff.

	Stand cool in the shadow of the warm balloon.

	Stand whipped by tidal sands drummed over Kitty Hawk.

	And sheathe his boy's wrists, arms, hands, fingers with golden wings in golden wax.

	And touch for a final time the captured breath of man, the warm gasp of awe and wonder siphoned and sewn to lift their dreams.

	And spark the gasoline engine.

	And take his father's hand and wish him well with his own wings, flexed and ready, here on the precipice.

	Then whirl and jump.

	Then cut the cords to free the great balloon.

	Then rev the motor, prop the plane on air.

	And crack the switch, to fire the rocket fuse.

	And together in a single leap, swim, rush, flail, jump, sail, and glide, upturned to sun, moon, stars, they would go above Atlantic, Mediterranean; over country, wilderness, city, town; in gaseous silence, riffling feather, rattle-drum frame, in volcanic eruption, in timid, sputtering roar; in start, jar, hesitation, then steady ascension, beautifully held, wondrously transported, they would laugh and cry each his own name to himself. Or shout the names of others unborn or others long dead and blown away by the wine wind or the salt wind or the silent hush of balloon wind or the wind of chemical fire. Each feeling the bright feathers stir and bud deep-buried and thrusting to burst from their riven shoulder-blades! Each leaving behind the echo of their flying, a sound to encircle, recircle the earth in the winds and speak again in other years to the sons of the sons of their sons, asleep but hearing the restless midnight sky.

	Up, yet further up, higher, higher! A spring tide, a summer flood, an unending river of wings!

	A bell rang softly.

	No, he whispered, I'll wake in a moment. Wait . . .

	The Aegean slid away below the window, gone; the Atlantic dunes, the French countryside, dissolved down to New Mexico desert. In his room near his cot stirred no plumes in golden wax. Outside, no wind-sculpted pear, no trapdrum butterfly machine. Outside only a rocket, a combustible dream, waiting for the friction of his hand to set it off.

	In the last moment of sleep, someone asked his name.

	Quietly, he gave the answer as he had heard it during the hours from midnight on.

	'Icarus Montgolfier Wright.'

	He repeated it slowly so the questioner might remember the order and spelling down to the last incredible letter.

	'Icarus Montgolfier Wright.

	'Born: nine hundred years before Christ. Grammar school: Paris, 1783. High school, college: Kitty Hawk, 1903. Graduation from Earth to Moon: this day, God willing, 1 August 1970. Death and burial, with luck, on Mars, summer 1999 in the Year of Our Lord.'

	Then he let himself drift awake.

	Moments later, crossing the desert tarmac, he heard someone shouting again and again and again.

	And if no one was there or if someone was there behind him, he could not tell. And whether it was one voice or many, young or old, near or very far away, rising or falling, whispering or shouting to him all three of his brave new names, he could not tell, either. He did not turn to see.

	For the wind was slowly rising and he let it take hold and blow him all the rest of the way across the desert to the rocket which stood waiting there.

	 



The End of the Beginning




1956
He stopped the lawn mower in the middle of the yard, because he felt that the sun at just that moment had gone down and the stars had come out. The fresh-cut grass that had showered his face and body died softly away. Yes, the stars were there, faint at first, but brightening in the clear desert sky. He heard the porch screen door tap shut and felt his wife watching him as he watched the night.

‘Almost time,’ she said.

He nodded; he did not have to check his watch. In the passing moments he felt very old, then very young, very cold, then very warm, now this, now that. Suddenly he was miles away. He imagined he was his own son talking steadily, moving briskly to cover his pounding heart and the resurgent panics as he felt himself slip into fresh uniform, check food supplies, oxygen flasks, pressure helmet, space-suiting, and turn as every man on Earth tonight turned, to gaze at the swiftly filling sky.

Then, quickly, he was back, once more the father of the son, hands gripped to the lawn-mower handle. His wife called, ‘Come sit on the porch.’

‘I’ve got to keep busy!’

She came down the steps and across the lawn. ‘Don’t worry about Robert; he’ll be all right.’

‘But it’s all so new,’ he heard himself say. ‘It’s never been done before. Think of it - a manned rocket going up tonight to build the first space station. Good Lord, it can’t be done, it doesn’t exist, there’s no rocket, no proving ground, no take-off time, no technicians. For that matter, I don’t even have a son named Bob. The whole thing’s too much for me!’

‘Then what are you doing out here, staring?’

He shook his head. ‘Well, late this morning, walking to the office, I heard someone laugh out loud. It shocked me, so I froze in the middle of the street. It was me, laughing! Why? Because finally I really knew what Bob was going to do tonight; at last I believed it. “Holy” is a word I never use, but that’s how I felt stranded in all that traffic. Then, middle of the afternoon, I caught myself humming. You know the song. “A wheel in a wheel. Way in the middle of the air.” laughed again. The space station, of course, I thought. The big wheel with hollow spokes where Bob’ll live six or eight months, then get along to the Moon. Walking home, I remembered more of the song. “Little wheel run by faith, big wheel run by the grace of God.” I wanted to jump, yell, and flame-out myself!’

His wife touched his arm. ‘If we stay out here, let’s at least be comfortable.’

They placed two wicker rockers in the center of the lawn and sat quietly as the stars dissolved out to darkness in pale crushings of rock salt strewn from horizon to horizon.

‘Why,’ said his wife, at last, ‘it’s like waiting for the fireworks at Sisley Field every year.’

‘Bigger crowd tonight…’

‘I keep thinking - a billion people watching the sky right now, their mouths all open at the same time.’

They waited, feeling the earth move under their chairs.

‘What time is it now?’

‘Eleven minutes to eight.’

‘You’re always right; there must be a clock in your head.’

‘I can’t go wrong, tonight. I’ll be able to tell you one second before they blast off. Look! The ten-minute warning!’

On the western sky they saw four crimson flares open out, float shimmering down the wind above the desert, then sink silently to the extinguishing earth.

In the new darkness the husband and wife did not rock in their chairs.

After a while he said, ‘Eight minutes.’ A pause. ‘Seven minutes.’ What seemed a much longer pause. ‘Six…’

His wife, her head back, studied the stars immediately above her and murmured, ‘Why?’ She closed her eyes. ‘Why the rockets, why tonight? Why all this? I’d like to know.’

He examined her face, pale in the vast powdering light of the Milky Way. He felt the stirring of an answer, but let his wife continue.

‘I mean it’s not that old thing again, is it, when people asked why men climbed Mt. Everest and they said, “Because it’s there”? I never understood. That was no answer to me.’

Five minutes, he thought. Time ticking… his wristwatch… a wheel in a wheel… little wheel run by… big wheel run by… way in the middle of… four minutes!… The men snug in the rocket by now, the hive, the control board flickering with light…

His lips moved.

‘All I know is it’s really the end of the beginning. The Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age; from now on we’ll lump all those together under one big name for when we walked on Earth and heard the birds at morning and cried with envy. Maybe we’ll call it the Earth Age, or maybe the Age of Gravity. Millions of years we fought gravity. When we were amoebas and fish we struggled to get out of the sea without gravity crushing us. Once safe on the shore we fought to stand upright without gravity breaking our new invention, the spine, tried to walk without stumbling, run without falling. A billion years Gravity kept us home, mocked us with wind and clouds, cabbage moths and locusts. That’s what’s so awfully big about tonight… it’s the end of old man Gravity and the age we’ll remember him by, for once and all. I don’t know where they’ll divide the ages, at the Persians, who dreamt of flying carpets, or the Chinese, who all unknowing celebrated birthdays and New Years with strung ladyfingers and high skyrockets, or some minute, some incredible second in the next hour. But we’re in at the end of a billion years trying, the end of something long and to us humans, anyway, honorable.’

Three minutes… two minutes fifty-nine seconds… two minutes fifty-eight seconds…

‘But,’ said his wife, ‘I still don’t know why.’

Two minutes, he thought. Ready? Ready? Ready? The far radio voice calling. Ready! Ready! Ready! The quick, faint replies from the humming rocket. Check! Check! Check!

Tonight, he thought, even if we fail with the first, we’ll send a second and a third ship and move on out to all the planets and later, all the stars. We’ll just keep going until the big words like ‘immortal’ and ‘forever’ take on meaning. Big words, yes, that’s what we want. Continuity. Since our tongues first moved in our mouths we’ve asked, What does it all mean? No other question made sense, with death breathing down our necks. But just let us settle in on ten thousand worlds spinning around ten thousand alien suns and the question will fade away. Man will be endless and infinite, even as space is endless and infinite. Man will go on, as space goes on, forever. Individuals will die as always, but our history will reach as far as we’ll ever need to see into the future, and with the knowledge of our survival for all time to come, we’ll know security and thus the answer we’ve always searched for. Gifted with life, the least we can do is preserve and pass on the gift to infinity. That’s a goal worth shooting for.

The wicker chairs whispered ever so softly on the grass.

One minute.

‘One minute,’ he said aloud.

‘Oh!’ His wife moved suddenly to seize his hands. ‘I hope that Bob…’

‘He’ll be all right!’

‘Oh, God, take care…’

Thirty seconds.

‘Watch now.’

Fifteen, ten, five…

‘Watch!’

Four, three, two, one.

‘There! There! Oh, there, there!’

They both cried out. They both stood. The chairs toppled back, fell flat on the lawn. The man and his wife swayed, their hands struggled to find each other, grip, hold. They saw the brightening color in the sky and, ten seconds later, the great uprising comet burn the air, put out the stars, and rush away in fire flight to become another star in the returning profusion of the Milky Way. The man and wife held each other as if they had stumbled on the rim of an incredible cliff that faced an abyss so deep and dark there seemed no end to it. Staring up, they heard themselves sobbing and crying. Only after a long time were they able to speak.

‘It got away, it did, didn’t it?’

‘Yes…’

‘It’s all right, isn’t it?’

‘Yes… yes…’

‘It didn’t fall back…?’

‘No, no, it’s all right, Bob’s all right, it’s all right.’

They stood away from each other at last.

He touched his face with his hand and looked at his wet fingers. ‘I’ll be damned,’ he said. ‘I’ll be damned.’

They waited another five and then ten minutes until the darkness in their heads, the retina, ached with a million specks of fiery salt. Then they had to close their eyes.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘now let’s go in.’

He could not move. Only his hand reached a long way out by itself to find the lawn-mower handle. He saw what his hand had done and said, ‘There’s just a little more to do…’

‘But you can’t see.’

‘Well enough,’ he said. ‘I must finish this. Then we’ll sit on the porch awhile before we turn in.’

He helped her put the chairs on the porch and sat her down and then walked back out to put his hands on the guide bar of the lawn mower. The lawn mower. A wheel in a wheel. A simple machine which you held in your hands, which you sent on ahead with a rush and a clatter while you walked behind with your quiet philosophy. Racket, followed by warm silence. Whirling wheel, then soft footfall of thought.

I’m a billion years old, he told himself; I’m one minute old. I’m one inch, no ten thousand miles, tall. I look down and can’t see my feet they’re so far off and gone away below.

He moved the lawn mower. The grass showering up fell softly around him; he relished and savoured it and felt that he was all mankind bathing at last in the fresh waters of the fountain of youth.

Thus bathed, he remembered the song again about the wheel and the faith and the grace of God being way up there in the middle of the sky where that single star, among a million motionless stars, dared to move and keep on moving.

Then he finished cutting the grass.



	THE TIME OF GOING AWAY (1956)

	 

	THE thought was three days and three nights growing. During the days he carried it like a ripening peach in his head. During the nights he let it take flesh and sustenance, hung out on the silent air, coloured by country moon and country stars. He walked around and around the thought in the silence before dawn. On the fourth morning he reached up an invisible hand, picked it, and swallowed it whole.

	He arose as swiftly as possible and burned all his old letters, packed a few clothes in a very small case, and put on his midnight suit and a tie the shiny colour of ravens' feathers, as if he were in mourning. He sensed his wife in the door behind him watching his little play with the eyes of a critic who may leap onstage any moment and stop the show. When he brushed past her, he murmured, 'Excuse me.'

	'Excuse me!' she cried. 'Is that all you say? Creeping around here, planning a trip!'

	'I didn't plan it; it happened,' he said. 'Three days ago I got this premonition. I knew I was going to die.'

	'Stop that kind of talk,' she said. 'It makes me nervous.'

	The horizon was mirrored softly in his eyes. 'I hear my blood running slow. Listening to my bones is like standing in an attic hearing the beams shift and the dust settle.'

	'You're only seventy-five,' said his wife. 'You stand on your own two legs, see, hear, eat, and sleep good, don't you? What's all this talk?'

	'It's the natural tongue of existence speaking to me,' said the old man. 'Civilization's got us too far away from our natural selves. Now you take the pagan islanders — '

	'I won't!'

	'Everyone knows the pagan islanders get a feel for when it's time to die. They walk around shaking hands with friends and give away all their earthly goods — '

	'Don't their wives have a say?'

	'They give some of their earthly goods to their wives.'

	'I should think so!'

	'And some to their friends — '

	'I'll argue that!'

	'And some to their friends. Then they paddle their canoes off into the sunset and never return.'

	His wife looked high up along him as if he were timber ripe for cutting. 'Desertion!' she said.

	'No, no, Mildred; death, pure and simple. The Time of Going Away, they call it.'

	'Did anyone ever charter a canoe and follow to see what those fools were up to?'

	'Of course not,' said the old man, mildly irritated. 'That would spoil everything.'

	'You mean they had other wives and pretty friends off on another island?'

	'No, no, it's just a man needs aloneness, serenity, when his juices turn cold.'

	'If you could prove those fools really died, I'd shut up.' His wife squinted one eye. 'Anyone ever find their bones on those far islands?'

	'The fact is that they just sail into the sunset like animals who sense the Great Time at hand. Beyond that, I don't wish to know.'

	'Well, I know,' said the old woman. 'You been reading more articles in the National Geographic about the Elephant Bone-yard.'

	 

	'Graveyard, not Boneyard!' he shouted.

	'Graveyard, Boneyard. I thought I burned those magazines; you got some hid?'

	'Look here, Mildred,' he said severely, seizing the suitcase again. 'My mind points north; nothing you say can head me south. I'm tuned to the infinite secret wellspring of the primitive soul.'

	'You're tuned to whatever you read last in that bog-trotters' gazette!' She pointed a finger at him. 'You think I got no memory?'

	His shoulders fell. 'Let's not go through the list again, please.'

	'What about the Hairy Mammoth episode?' she asked. 'When they found that frozen elephant in the Russian tundra thirty years back? You and Sam Hertz, that old fool, with your fine idea of running off to Siberia to corner the world market in canned edible hairy mammoth? You think I don't still hear you saying, "Imagine the prices members of the National Geographic Society will pay to have the tender meat of the Siberian hairy mammoth, ten thousand years old, ten thousand years extinct, right in their homes!" You think my scars have healed from that?'

	'I see them clearly,' he said.

	'You think I've forgotten the time you went out to find the Lost Tribe of the Osseos, or whatever, in Wisconsin some place where you could dogtrot to town Saturday nights and tank up, and fell in that quarry and broke your leg and laid there three nights?'

	'Your recall,' he said, 'is total.'

	 

	'Then what's this about pagan natives and the Time of Going Away? I'll tell you what it is — it's the Time of Staying at Home! It's the time when fruit don't fall off the trees into your hand, you got to walk to the store for it. And why do we walk to the store for it? Someone in this house, I'll name no names, took the car apart like a clock some years back and left it strewn all down the yard. I've raised auto parts in my garden ten years come Thursday. Ten more years and all that's left of our car is little heaps of rust. Look out that window! It's leaf-raking-and-burning time. It's chopping-trees-and-sawing-wood-for-the-fire time. It's clean-out-stoves-and-hang-storm-doors-and-windows time. It's shingle-the-roof time, that's

	what it is, and if you think you're out to escape it, think again!'

	 

	He placed his hand to his chest. 'It pains me you have so little trust in my natural sensitivity to oncoming Doom.'

	 

	'It pains me that National Geographies fall in the hands of crazy old men. I see you read those pages then fall into those dreams I always have to sweep up after. Those Geographic and Popular Mechanics publishers should be forced to see all the half-finished rowboats, helicopters, and one-man batwing gliders in our attic, garage, and cellar. Not only see, but cart them home!'

	 

	'Chatter on,' he said. 'I stand before you, a white stone sinking in the tides of Oblivion. For God's sake, woman, can't I drag myself off to die in peace?'

	'Plenty of time for Oblivion when I find you stone cold across the kindling pile.'

	'Jesting Pilate!' he said. 'Is recognition of one's own mortality nothing but vanity?'

	'You're chewing it like a plug of tobacco.'

	'Enough!' he said. 'My earthly goods are stacked on the back porch. Give them to the Salvation Army.'

	 

	'The Geographics too?'

	 

	'Yes, damn it, the Geographics! Now stand aside!'

	 

	'If you're going to die, you won't need that suitcase full of clothing,' she said.

	'Hands off, woman! It may take some few hours. Am I to be stripped of my last creature comforts? This should be a tender scene of parting. Instead — bitter recriminations, sarcasm, doubt strewn to every wind.'

	'All right,' she said.' Go spend a cold night in the woods.'

	'I'm not necessarily going to the woods.'

	'Where else is there for a man in Illinois to go to die?'

	'Well,' he said, and paused. 'Well, there's always the open highway.'

	'And be run down, of course; I'd forgotten that.'

	'No, no!' He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. 'The empty side-roads leading nowhere, everywhere, through night forests, wilderness, to distant lakes . . . '

	'Now, you're not going to go rent a canoe, are you, and paddle off? Remember the time you tipped over and almost drowned at Fireman's Pier?'

	'Who said anything about canoes?'

	'You did! Pagan islanders, you said, paddling off into the great unknown.'

	'That's the South Seas! Here a man has to strike off on foot to find his natural source, seek his natural end. I might walk north along the Lake Michigan shore, the dunes, the wind, the big breakers there.'

	'Willie, Willie,' she said softly, shaking her head. 'Oh, Willie, Willie, what will I do with you?'

	He lowered his voice. 'Just let me have my head,' he said.

	'Yes,' she said, quietly. 'Yes.' And tears came to her eyes.

	'Now, now,' he said.

	'Oh, Willie . . . ' She looked a long while at him. 'Do you really think with all your heart you're not going to live?'

	He saw himself reflected, small but perfect, in her eye, and looked away uneasily. 'I thought all night about the universal tide that brings man in and takes him out. Now it's morning and good-bye.'

	'Good-bye?' She looked as if she'd never heard the word before.

	His voice was unsteady. 'Of course, if you absolutely insist I stay, Mildred — '

	'No!' She braced herself and blew her nose. 'You feel what you feel; I can't fight that!'

	 

	'You sure?' he said.

	 

	'You're the one that's sure, Willie,' she said. 'Get on along now. Take your heavy coat; the nights are cold.'

	'But — ' he said.

	She ran and brought his coat and kissed his cheek and drew back quickly before he could enclose her in his bear hug. He stood there working his mouth, gazing at the big armchair by the fire. She threw open the front door. 'You got food?'

	'I won't need . . . ' He paused. 'I got a boiled-ham sandwich and some pickles in my case. Just one. That's all I figured I'd . . . '

	And then he was out the door and down the steps and along the path towards the woods. He turned and was going to say-something but thought better of it, waved, and went on.

	'Now, Will,' she called. 'Don't overdo. Don't make too much distance the first hour! You get tired, sit down! You get hungry, eat! And . . . '

	But here she had to stop and turn away and get out her handkerchief.

	A moment later, she looked up the path and it looked as though nobody had passed there in the last ten thousand years. It was so empty she had to go in and shut the door.

	Night-time, nine o'clock, nine-fifteen, stars out, moon round, house lights strawberry-coloured through the curtains, the chimney blowing long comet tails of fireworks, sighing warm. Down the chimney, sounds of pots and pans and cutlery, fire on the hearth, like a great orange cat. In the kitchen, the big iron cook-stove full of jumping flames, pans boiling, bubbling, frying, vapours, and steams in the air. From time to time the old woman turned and her eyes listened and her mouth listened, wide, to the world outside this house, this fire, and this food.

	Nine-thirty and, from a great distance away from the house, a solid whacking, chunking sound.

	The old woman straightened up and laid down a spoon.

	Outside, the dull solid blows came again and again in the moonlight. The sound went on for three or four minutes, during which she hardly moved except to tighten her mouth or her fists with each solid chunking blow. When the sounds stopped, she threw herself at the stove, the table, stirring, pouring, lifting, carrying, setting down.

	She finished just as new sounds came from the dark land outside the windows. Footsteps came slowly up the path, heavy shoes weighed the front porch.

	She went to the door and waited for a knock.

	None came.

	She waited a full minute.

	Outside on the porch a great bulk stirred and shifted from side to side uneasily.

	Finally she sighed and called sharply at the door. 'Will, is that you breathing out there?'

	No answer. Only a kind of sheepish silence behind the door.

	She snatched the door wide.

	The old man stood there, an incredible stack of cordwood in his arms. His voice came from behind the stack.

	'Saw smoke in the chimney; figured you might need wood,' he said.

	She stood aside. He came in and placed the wood carefully by the hearth, not looking at her.

	She looked out on the porch and picked up the suitcase and brought it in and shut the door.

	She saw him sitting at the dinner table.

	She stirred the soup on the stove to a great boiling whirl.

	'Roast beef in the oven?' he asked quietly.

	She opened the oven door. The steam breathed across the room to wrap him up. He closed his eyes, seated there, bathed.

	'What's that other smell, the burning?' he asked a moment later.

	 

	She waited, back turned, and finally said, 'National Geographics'

	 

	He nodded slowly, saying nothing.

	Then the food was on the table, warm and tremorous, and there was a moment of silence after she sat down and looked at him. She shook her head. She looked at him. Then she shook her head again silently.

	'Do you want to ask the blessing?' she said.

	 

	'You,' he said.

	 

	They sat there in the warm room by the bright fire and bowed their heads and closed their eyes. She smiled and began.

	'Thank you, Lord . . . '

	 



Almost the End of the World




1957
Sighting Rock Junction, Arizona, at noon on 22 August 1961, Willy Bersinger let his miner’s boot rest easy on the jalopy’s’ accelerator and talked quietly to his partner, Samuel Fitts.

‘Yes, sir, Samuel, it’s great hitting town. After a couple of months out at the mine, a juke-box looks like a stained-glass window to me. We need the town; without it, we might wake some morning and find ourselves all jerked beef and petrified rock. And then, of course, the town needs us, too.’

‘How’s that?’ asked Samuel Fitts.

‘Well, we bring things into the town that it hasn’t got -mountains, creeks, desert night, stars, things like that…’

And it was true, thought Willy, driving along. Set a man way out in the strange lands and he fills with wellsprings of silence. Silence of sagebrush, or a mountain lion purring like a warm beehive at noon. Silence of the river shallows deep in the canyons. All this a man takes in. Opening his mouth, in town, he breathes it out.

‘Oh, how I love to climb in that old barbershop chair,’ Willy admitted. ‘And see all those city men lined up under the naked-lady calendars staring back at me, waiting while I chew over my philosophy of rocks and mirages and the kind of Time that just sits out there in the hills waiting for Man to go away. I exhale - and that wilderness settles in a fine dust on the customers. Oh, it’s nice, me talking, soft and easy, up and down, on and on…’

In his mind he saw the customers’ eyes strike fire. Some day they would yell and rabbit for the hills, leaving families and time-clock civilization behind.

‘It’s good to feel wanted,’ said Willy. ‘You and me, Samuel, are basic necessities for those city-dwelling folks. Gangway, Rock Junction!’

And with a tremulous tin whistling they steamed across city limits into awe and wonder.

They had driven perhaps a hundred feet through town when Willy kicked the brakes. A great shower of rust flakes sifted from the jalopy fenders. The car stood cowering in the road.

‘Something’s wrong,’ said Willy. He squinted his lynx eyes this way and that. He snuffed his huge nose. ‘You feel it? You smell it?’

‘Sure,’ said Samuel, uneasily, ‘but, what…?’

Willy scowled. ‘You ever see a sky-blue cigar-store?’

‘Never did.’

‘There’s one over there. Ever see a pink dog-kennel, an orange out-house, a lilac-coloured bird-bath? There, there, and over there!’

Both men had risen slowly now to stand on the creaking floorboards.

‘Samuel,’ whispered Willy. ‘Every kindling pile, porch-rail, gewgaw gingerbread, fence, fireplug, garbage truck, the whole blasted town, look at it! It was painted just an hour ago!’

‘No!’ said Samuel Fitts.

But there stood the band pavilion, the Baptist church, the firehouse, the orphanage, the railroad depot, the country jail, the cat hospital and the bungalows, cottages, greenhouses, shop-signs, mailboxes, telephone poles, and trash-bins, around and in between, and they all blazed with corn yellow, crab-apple greens, circus reds. From water-tank to tabernacle, each building looked as if God had jig-sawed it, coloured it, and set it out to dry a moment ago.

Not only that, but where weeds had always been, now cabbages, green onions, and lettuce crammed every yard, crowds of curious sunflowers clocked the noon sky, and pansies lay under unnumbered trees cool as summer puppies, their great damp eyes peering over rolled lawns mint-green as Irish travel posters. To top it all, ten boys, faces scrubbed, hair brilliantined, shirts, pants, and tennis shoes clean s chunks of snow, raced by.

‘The town,’ said Willy, watching them run, ‘has gone mad. Mystery. Mystery everywhere. Samuel, what kind of tyrant’s come to power? What law was passed that keeps boys clean, drives people to paint every toothpick, every geranium pot? Smell that smell? There’s fresh wallpaper in all those houses! Doom in some horrible shape has tried arid tested these people. Human nature doesn’t just get this picky perfect overnight. I’ll bet all the gold I panned last month those attics, those cellars are cleaned out, all shipshape. I’ll bet you a real Thing fell on this town.’

‘Why, I can almost hear the cherubim singing in the Garden,’ Samuel protested. ‘How you figure Doom? Shake my hand. I’ll bet and take your money!’

The jalopy swerved around a corner through a wind that smelled of turpentine and whitewash. Samuel threw out a gum wrapper, snorting. He was somewhat surprised at what happened next. An old man in new overalls, with mirror-bright shoes, ran out in the street, grabbed the crumpled gum wrapper and shook his fist after the departing jalopy.

‘Doom…’ Samuel Fitts looked back, his voice fading. ‘Well.., the bet still stands.’

They opened the door upon a barbershop teeming with customers whose hair had already been cut and oiled, whose faces were shaved close and pink, yet who sat waiting to vault back into the chairs where three barbers flourished their shears and combs. A stock-market uproar filled the room as customers and barbers all talked at once.

When Willy and Samuel entered, the uproar ceased instantly. It was as if they had fired a shot-gun blast through the door.

‘Sam…Willy…’

In the silence some of the sitting men stood up and some of the standing men sat down, slowly, staring.

‘Samuel,’ said Willy out of the corner of his mouth, ‘I feel like the Death standing here.’ Aloud he said, ‘Howdy! Here I am to finish my lecture on the “Interesting Flora and Fauna of the Great American Desert”, and �

‘No!’

Antonelli, the head barber, rushed frantically at Willy, seized his arm, clapped his hand over Willy’s mouth like a snuffer on a candle. ‘Willy,’ he whispered, looking apprehensively over his shoulder at his customers. ‘Promise me one thing: buy a needle and thread, sew up your lips. Silence, man, if you value your life!’

Willy and Samuel felt themselves hurried forward. Two already neat customers leapt out of the barber chairs without being asked. As they stepped into the chairs, the two miners glimpsed their own images in the flyspecked mirror.

‘Samuel, there we are! Look! Compare!’

‘Why.’ said Samuel, blinking, ‘we’re the only men in Rock Junction who really need a shave and a haircut.’ Strangers!’ Antonelli laid them out in the chairs as if anaesthetize them quickly. ‘You don’t know what strangers you are!’

‘Why, we’ve only been gone a couple of months…’ A steaming towel inundated Willy’s face; he subsided with muffled cries. In steaming darkness he heard Antonelli’s and urgent voice.

‘We’ll fix you to look like everyone else. Not that the you look is dangerous, no, but the kind of talk you miners talk might upset folks at a time like this…’

‘Time like this, hell!’ Willy lifted the seething towel. bleary eye fixed Antonelli. ‘What’s wrong with Rock Junction?’

‘Not just Rock Junction.’ Antonelli gazed off at some incredible mirage beyond the horizon. ‘Phoenix, Tucson, Denver. All the cities in America! My wife and I are going as tourists to Chicago next week. Imagine Chicago all paint-and clean and new. The Pearl of the Orient they call it! Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Buffalo, the same! All because… well

get up now, walk over, and switch on that television set against the wall.’

Willy handed Antonelli the steaming towel, walked over, on the television set, listened to it hum, fiddled with the dials, and waited. White snow drifted down the screen

“Try the radio now,’ said Antonelli.

Willy felt everyone watch as he twisted the radio dial station to station.

‘Hell,’ he said at last, ‘both your television and radio are

‘No,’ said Antonelli, simply.

Willy lay back down in the chair and closed his eyes.

Antonelli leaned forward, breathing hard.

“Listen,‘he said.

 

‘Imagine four weeks ago, a late Saturday morning, women and children staring at clowns and magicians on TV. In beauty shops, women staring at TV fashions. In the barbershop and hardware stores, men staring at baseball or trout fishing. Everybody everywhere in the civilized world starling. No sound, no motion, except on the little black and white screens.

�And then, in the middle of all that staring…�

Antonelli paused to lift up one corner of the broiling cloth.

�Sunspots on the sun,� he said.

Willy stiffened.

�Biggest damn sunspots in the history of mortal man, said Antonelli. �Whole damn world flooded with electricity Wiped every TV screen clear as a whistle, leaving nothing and, after that, more nothing.�

His voice was remote as the voice of a man describing an Arctic landscape. He lathered Willy�s face not looking at what he was doing. Willy peered across the barbershop, at the soft snow falling down and down that humming screen in an eternal winter. He could almost hear the rabbit-thumping of all the hearts in the shop.

Antonelli continued his funeral oration.

�It took us all that first day to realize what had happened. Two hours after that first sunspot storm hit, every TV repairman in the United States was on the road. Everyone figured it was just their own set. With the radios conked out too it was only that night when newsboys, like in the old days, ran headlines through the streets that we got the shock about the sunspots maybe going on � for the rest of our lives!�

The customers murmured.

Antonelli�s hand, holding the razor, shook. He had to wait.

�All that blankness, that empty stuff falling down, falling down inside our television sets, oh, I tell you, it gave everyone the willies It was like a good friend who talks to you in your front room and suddenly shuts up and lies there, pale, and you know he�s dead and you begin to turn cold yourself.

�That first night, there was a run on the town�s movie houses. Drug-store fizzed up two hundred vanilla, three hundred chocolate sodas that first night of the Calamity. But you can�t buy movies and sodas every night. What then? Phone your in-laws for canasta or parchesi?�

�Might as well,� observed Willy, �blow your brains out.�

�Sure, but people had to get out of their haunted houses.

Walking through their parlours was like whistling past a graveyard. All that silence �

�Willy sat up a little. �Speaking of silence �’

‘On the third night,� said Antonelli, quickly, �we were all still in shock. We were saved from outright lunacy by one woman. Somewhere in this town this woman strolled out of the house, and came back a minute later. In one hand she held a paintbrush. And in the other…�

�A bucket of paint,� said Willy.

Everyone smiled, seeing how well he understood.

�If those psychologists ever strike off 10 gold medals, they should pin one on that woman and every woman like her in every little town who saved our world from coming to an end. Those women who instinctively wandered in at twilight, and brought us the miracle cure…’

Willy imagined it. There were the glaring fathers and the scowling sons slumped by their dead TV sets waiting for the damn things to shout Ball One, or Strike Two! And then they looked up from their wake and there in the twilight saw the fair women of great purpose and dignity standing and waiting with brushes and paint. And a glorious light kindled their cheeks and eyes…�

�Lord, it spread like wildfire!� said Antonelli. �House to house, city to city. Jigsaw-puzzle craze, 1932; yo-yocraze, 1928, were nothing compared with the Everybody Do Everything Craze that blew this town to smithereens and glued it back again. Men everywhere slapped paint on anything that stood still ten seconds; men everywhere climbed steeples straddled fences, fell off roofs and ladders by the hundreds. Women painted cupboards, closets; kids painted toys, wagons, kites. All towns, everywhere, the same, where people had forgotten how to waggle their jaws, make their own talk. I tell you, men were moving in mindless circles, dazed, until their wives shoved a brush in their hand and pointed them towards the nearest unpainted wall!�

‘Looks like you finished the job,� said Willy.

�Paint stores ran out of paint three times the first week.� Antonelli surveyed the town with pride. �The painting could only last so long, of course, unless you start painting hedges spraying grass blades one by one. Now that the attics and cellars are cleaned out, too, our fire is seeping off into, well�women canning fruit again, making tomato pickles, raspberry, strawberry preserves. Basement shelves are loaded. Big church doings, too. Organized bowling, box socials, beer busts. Music shop sold five hundred ukuleles, two hundred twelve steel guitars, four hundred sixty ocarinas and kazoos in four weeks. I�m studying trombone. Mac, there, the flute. Band concerts Thursday and Sunday nights. Hand-crank ice-cream machines? Bert Tyson�s sold two hundred last week alone. Twenty-eight days, �Willy, twenty-eight days.�

�Willy Bersinger and Samuel Fitts sat there, trying to imagine and feel the shock, the crushing blow.

�Twenty-eight days, the barbershop jammed with men, getting shaved twice a day so they can sit and stare at customers like they might say something,� said Antonelli, shaving Willy now. �Once, remember, before TV, barbers were supposed to be great talkers. Well, this month it took us one whole week to warm up, get the rust out. No quality, but our quantity is ferocious. When you came in you heard the commotion. Oh, it�ll simmer down when we get used to the great Oblivion…�

�Is that what everyone calls it?�

�It sure looked that way to most of us, there for a while.�

Willy Bersinger laughed quietly and shook his head.

�Now I know why you didn�t want me to start lecturing when I walked in that door.�

Of course, thought Willy, why didn�t I see it right off? Four short weeks ago the wilderness fell on this town and shook it good and scared it plenty. Because of the sunspots, all the towns in all the western world have had enough silence to last them ten years. And here I come by with another doze of silence, my easy talk about deserts and nights with no moon and only stars and just the little sound of the sand blowing along the empty river bottoms. No telling what might have happened if Antonelli hadn�t shut me up. I see me, tarred and feathered, leaving town.

�Antonelli,� he said aloud. �Thanks.�

�For nothing,� said Antonelli. He picked up his comb and shears. �Now, short on the sides, long in back?�

�Long on the sides,� said Willy Bersinger, closing his eyes again, �short in back.�

An hour later Willy and Samuel climbed back into their jalopy, which someone, they never knew who, had washed and polished while they were in the barbershop.

�Doom,� Samuel handed over a small sack of gold-dust. With a capital D.�

�Keep it.� Willy sat, thoughtful, behind the wheel.

�Let’s take this money and hit out for Phoenix, Tucson, Kansas City, why not? Right now, we�re a surplus commodity around here. We won�t be welcome again until those little begin to dance and sing. Sure as hell, if we stay, we�ll open our traps and the desert monsters and chicken hawks the wilderness will slip out and make us trouble.�

‘Willy squinted at the highway straight ahead.

�Pearl of the Orient, that�s what he said. Can you imagine that dirty old town, Chicago, all painted up fresh and as a babe in the morning light? We just got to see Chicago, by God!�

‘He started the car, let it idle, and looked at the town.

�Man survives,� he murmured. �Man endures. Too bad we missed the big change. It must have been a fierce thing, a time of trials and testings. Samuel, I don�t recall, do you? What have we ever seen on TV?�

�Saw a woman wrestle a bear two falls out of three, one night.’

-Who won?�

�Damned if I know. She ��

But then the jalopy moved and took Willy Bersinger and Samuel Fitts with it, their hair cut, oiled, and neat on their sweet-smelling skulls, their cheeks pink-shaven, their finger-nails flashing the sun. They sailed under clipped green, fresh-watered trees, through flowered lanes, past daffodil, lilac, violet, rose, and peppermint-coloured houses on the dustless road.

‘Pearl of the Orient, here we come!�

‘A perfumed dog, with permed hair, ran out, nipped their tyres and barked, until they were gone away and completely out sight.



	EL DIA DE MUERTE (1957)

	 

	Morning.

	 

	The little boy, Raimundo, ran across the Avenida Madero.  He ran through the early smell of incense from many churches and in the smell of charcoal from ten thousand breakfast cookings.  He moved in the thoughts of death.  For Mexico City was cool with death thoughts in the morning.  There were shadows of churches and always women in black, in mourning black, and the smoke from the church candles and charcoal braziers made a smell of sweet death in his nostrils as he ran.  And he did not think it strange, for all thoughts were death thoughts on this day.

	 

	This was El Dia de Muerte, the Day of Death.  

	 

	On this day in all the far places of the country, the women sat by little wooden slat stands and from these sold the white sugar skulls and candy corpses to be chewed and swallowed.  In all of the churches services would be said, and in graveyards tonight candles would be illumined, much wine drunk, and many high man-soprano songs cried forth.

	 

	Raimundo ran with a sense of the entire universe in him; all the things his Tio Jorge had told him, all the things he had himself seen in his years.  On this day events would be happening in such far places as Guanajuato and Lake Patzcuaro.  Here in the great bull ring of Mexico City even now the trabajandos were raking and smoothing the sands, tickets were selling and the bulls were nervously eliminating themselves, their eyes swiveling, fixing, in their hidden stalls waiting for death.

	 

	In the graveyard at Guanajuato the great iron gates were swinging wide to let the turistas step down the spiral cool staircase into the deep earth, there to walk in the dry echoing catacombs and gaze upon mummies rigid as toys, stood against the wall.  One hundred and ten mummies stiffly wired to the stones, faces horror-mouthed and shrivel-eyed; bodies that rustled if you touched them.

	 

	At Lake Patzcuaro, on the island of Javitzio, the great fishing seines flew down in butterfly swoops to gather silvering fish.  The island, with Father Morelos' huge stone statue on top of it, had already begun the tequila drinking that started the celebratory Dia de Muerte.

	 

	In Levares, a small town, a truck ran over a dog and did not stop to come back and see.

	 

	Christ himself was in each church, with blood upon him, and agony in him.

	 

	And Raimundo ran in the November light across the Avenida Madero.

	 

	Ah, the sweet terrors!  In the windows, the sugar skulls with names on their snowy brows: JOSE, CARLOTTA, RAMONA, LUISA. All the names on chocolate death's-heads and frosted bones.

	 

	The sky was glazed blue pottery over him and the grass flamed green as he ran past the glorietas.  In his hand he held very tightly fifty centavos, much money for much sweets, for surely he must purchase legs, sockets and ribs to chew.  The day of eating of Death.  They would show Death, ah, yes, they would!  He and madrecita mia, and his brothers,

	aye, and his sisters!  

	 

	In his mind he saw a skull with candy lettering: RAIMUNDO.  I shall eat my own skull, he thought.  And in this way cheat Death who always drips at the window in the rain or squeaks in that hinge of the old door or hangs in our urine like a little pale cloud. Cheat Death who is rolled into tamales by the sick tamale maker, Death wrapped in a fine corn-tortilla shroud.

	 

	In his mind, Raimundo heard his old Tio Jorge talking all this. His ancient, adobe-faced uncle who gestured his fingers to each small word and said, "Death is in your nostrils like clock-spring hairs, Death grows in your stomach like a child.  Death shines on your eyelids like a lacquer."

	 

	From a rickety stand an old woman with a sour mouth and tiny beards in her ears sold shingles on which miniature funerals were conducted. There was a little cardboard coffin and a crepe-paper priest with an infinitesimal Bible, and crepe-paper altar boys with small nuts for heads, and there were attendants holding holy flags, and a candy-white corpse with tiny black eyes inside the tiny coffin, and on the altar behind the coffin was a movie star's picture.  These little shingle funerals could be taken home, where you threw away the movie star’s picture and pasted in a photograph of your own dead in its place on the altar.  So you had a small funeral of your loved one over again.

	 

	Raimundo put out a twenty-centavo piece.  "One," he said and he bought a shingle with a funeral on it.

	 

	Tio Jorge said, "Life is a wanting of things, Raimundito. You must always be wanting things in life.  You will want frijoles, you will want water, you will desire women, you will desire sleep; most especially sleep.  You will want a burro, you will want a new roof on your house, you will want fine shoes from the glass windows of the zapatera and, again, you will want sleep.  You will want rain, you will want jungle fruits, you will want good meat; you will, once more, desire sleep. You will seek a horse, you will seek children, you will seek the jewels in the great shining store on the avenida and, ah, yes, remember?  You will lastly seek sleep.  Remember, Raimundo, you will want things. Life is this wanting.  You will want things until you no longer want them, and then it is time to be wanting only sleep and sleep. There is a time for all of us, when sleep is the great and the beautiful thing. And when nothing is wanted but only sleep then it is one thinks of the Day of the Dead and the happy sleeping ones.  Remember, Raimundo?"

	 

	"Si, Tio Jorge."  

	 

	"What do you want, Raimundor?"   

	 

	"I don't know."

	 

	"What do all men want, Raimundo?"

	 

	"What?"  

	 

	"What is there to want, Raimundo?"

	 

	"Maybe I know.  Ah, but I don't know, I don't!" 

	 

	"I know what you want, Raimundo."

	 

	"What?"

	 

	"I know what all men in this land want; there is much of it and it is wanted far over and above all other wantings and it is worshiped and wanted, for it is rest and a peacefulness of limb and body ......

	 

	Raimundo entered the store and picked up a sugar skull with his name frosted upon it.  

	 

	"You hold it in your hand, Raimundo," whispered Tio Jorge.  "Even at your age you hold it delicately and nibble, swallow it into your blood.  In your hands, Raimundo, look!"

	 

	The sugar skull.  

	 

	"In the street I see a dog.  I drive my car.  Do I pause? Do I unpress my foot from the pedal?  No! More speed! Boom! So! The dog is happier, is he not?  Out of this world, forever gone?"

	 

	Raimundo paid money and proudly inserted his dirty fingers within the sugar skull, giving it a brain of five wriggling parts.

	 

	He walked from the store and looked upon the wide, sun-filled boulevard with the cars rushing and roaring through it He squinted his eyes and ...

	 

	The barreras were full.  In la sombra and el sot, in shadow or in sun, the great round seats of the bull ring were filled to the sky. The band exploded in brass!  The gates flung wide! The matadors, the banderilleros, the picadors, all of them came walking or riding across the fresh, smooth sand in the warm sunlight.  The band crashed and banged and the crowd stirred and stirred and murmured and cried aloud.

	 

	The music finished with a cymbal. 

	 

	Behind the barrera walls the men in the tight glittery costumes adjusted their birettas upon their greasy black hairdos and felt of their capes and swords and talked, and a man

	bent over the wall above with a camera to whirr and click at them.

	 

	The band whammed proudly again.  A door burst open, the first black giant of a bull rushed out, loins jolting, little Buttery ribbons tacked to his neck.  The bull!  

	 

	Raimundo ran forward, lightly, lightly, on the Avenida Madero.  Lightly, lightly he ran between the fast black huge bull cars. One gigantic car roared and homed at him.  Lightly, lightly ran Raimundito.

	 

	The banderillero ran forward lightly, lightly, like a blue feather blown over the dimpled bull-ring sands, the bull a black cliff rising. The banderillero stood now, poised, and stamped his foot.  The banderillas are raised, ah!  So! Softly, softly ran the blue ballet

	slippers in the quiet sand and the bull ran and the banderillero rose softly in an arc upon the air and the two poles struck down and the bull slammed to a halt, grunting-shrieking as the pikes bit deep in his withers. Now the banderillero, the source of this pain, was gone.  The crowd roared!

	 

	The Guanajuato cemetery gates swung open.  

	 

	Raimundo stood frozen and quiet and the car bore down upon him.  All of the land smelled of ancient death and dust and everywhere things ran toward death or were in death.

	 

	The turistas filled into the cemetery of Guanajuato.  A huge wooden door was opened and they walked down the twisting steps into the catacombs where the one hundred and ten dead shrunken people stood horrible against the walls.  The jutting teeth of them, the wide eyes staring into spaces of nothing.  The naked bodies of women like so many wire frames with clay clinging all askew to them.  "We stand them in the catacombs because their relatives cannot afford the rent on their graves," whispered the little caretaker.

	 

	Below the cemetery hill, a juggling act, a man balancing something on his head, a crowd following past the coffin, carpenter's shop, to the music of the carpenter, nails fringing his mouth, bent to beat the coffin like a drum.  Balanced delicately upon his proud dark head the juggler carries a silvery satin-skinned box, which he touches lightly now and again to give it balance.  He walks with solemn dignity, his bare feet gliding over the cobbles, behind him the women in black rebozos toothing tangerines.  And in the box, hidden away, safe and unseen, is the small child body of his daughter, newly dead.

	 

	The procession passes the open coffin shops and the banging of nails and sawing of boards is heard through the land.  In the catacomb, the standing dead await the procession.

	 

	Raimundo held his body so, like a torero, to make a veronica, for the great hurtling car to pass and the crowd to cry "Ole!"  He smiled wildly.

	 

	The black car rose over and blotted light from his eyes as it touched him.  Blackness ran through him.  It was night... 

	 

	In the churchyard on the island of Janitzio, under the great dark statue of Father Morelos, it is blackness, it is midnight. You hear the high voices of men grown shrill on wine, men with voices like women, but not soft women, no, high, ban and drunken women, quick, savage and melancholy women. On the dark lake little fires glow on Indian boats coming from the mainland, bringing tourists from Mexico City to see the ceremony of Dia de Muerte, sliding across the black foggy lake, all bundled and wrapped against the cold.

	 

	Sunlight.

	 

	Christ moved.  

	 

	From the crucifix he took down a hand, lifted it, suddenly waved it.

	 

	The hot sun shone in golden explosions from the high church tower in Guadalajara, and in blasts from the high, swaying crucifix.  In the street below, if Christ looked down with mellow warm eyes, and he did so now in this moment, he saw two thousand upturned faces: the spectators like so many melons scattered about the market, so many hands raised to shield the uptilted and curious eyes.  

	 

	A little wind blew and the tower cross sighed very gently and pressed forward under it.

	 

	Christ waved his hand.  Those in the market below waved back.  A small shout trickled through the crowd.  Traffic did not move in the street. It was eleven of a hot green Sunday morning.  You could smell the fresh clipped grass from the plaza, and the incense from the church door.

	 

	Christ took his other hand down also and waved it and suddenly jerked away from the cross and hung by his feet, face down, a small silver medallion jingling in his face, suspended from about his dark neck.

	 

	"Ole! Ole!" cried one small boy far below, pointing up at him and then at himself. "You see him, you see?  That is Gomez, my brotherly! Gomez who is my brotherly!" 

	 

	And the small boy walked through the crowd with a hat, collecting money.

	 

	Movement.  Raimundo, in the street, covered his eyes and screamed. Darkness again.

	 

	The tourists from the boats moved in the dream of the island of Janitzio at midnight.  In the dim street the great nets hung like fog from the lake and rivers of today's silver minnows lay glittering in cascades upon the slopes.  Moonlight struck them like a cymbal striking.  Another cymbal; they gave off a silent reverberation.

	 

	In the crumbling church at the top of the rough hill is a Christ much drilled by termites, but the blood still congeals, thickly from his artistic wounds and it will be years before the agony is insect-eaten from his suffering mask.

	 

	Outside the church, a woman with Tarascan blood lifting and falling in her throat sits fluttering ripped morning-glories through the flames of six candies.  The flowers, passing through the flames like moths, give off a gentle sexual odor.  Already the moving tourists come and stand about her, looking down, wanting to ask, but not asking, what she is doing, seated there upon her husband's grave.

	 

	In the church, like resin from a great beautiful tree, the limbs of Christ, themselves hewn from beautiful limbs of imported trees, give off a sweet sacred resin in little raining droplets that hang but never fall, blood that gives a garment for his nakedness.  

	 

	"Ole!" roares the crowd.

	 

	Bright sunlight again.  A pressure on Raimundo's flung body.  The car, the daylight, the pain!  

	 

	The picador jousted his horse forward, the horse with thick mattresses tied to it, and kicked the bull in the shoulder with his boot and at the same time penetrated that shoulder with the long stick and the nail on the end of it.  The picador withdrew.  Music played. The matador moved slowly forward.

	 

	The bull stood with one foot forward in the center of the sun-held ring, his organs nervous.  The eyes were dull glazed hypnotic eyes of fear-hate.  He kept eliminating nervously, nervously, until he was streaked and foul with a nervous casting out.  The greenish matter pulsed from his buttocks and the blood pulsed from his gored shoulder, and the six banderillas bindled and clattered on his spine.

	 

	The matador took time to rearrange his red cloth over his blade, just so carefully, while the crowd and the pulsing bull waited.

	 

	The bull can see nothing, know nothing.  The bull desires not to see of this or that.  The world is pain and shadows and light and weariness. The bull stands only to be dispatched.  It will welcome an end to confusion, to the racing shapes, the traitorous capes, the lying

	flourishes and false fronts.  

	 

	The bull plants out its feet in feeble stances and remains in one position, slowly moving its head back and forth, eyes glazed, the excrement stiff unfelt rivuleting from its flanks, the blood tiredly pumping from the neck.  Somewhere off in the glazed distance a man holds out a bright sword.  The bull does not move.  The sword, held by the smiling man, now cuts three short gashes down the nose of the empty-eyed bull. So! 

	 

	The crowd shouts.  

	 

	The bull takes the cutting and does not even flinch.  Blood flushes from the snuffling, cut nostrils.  

	 

	The matador stamps his foot.

	 

	The bull runs with feeble obedience toward the enemy.  The sword pierces his neck.  The bull falls, thuds, kicks, is silent.

	 

	"Ole!" shouts the crowd.  The band blows out a fanfarria finale!

	 

	Raimundo felt the car hit.  There were swift intervals of light and darkness.

	 

	In the Janitzio churchyard two hundred candles burned atop two hundred rocky graves, men sang, tourists watched fog poured up from the lake.

	 

	In Guanajuato, sunlight!  Striking down through a slot the catacomb, sunlight showed the brown eyes of a woman mouth wide in rictus, cross-armed.  Tourists touched and thumped her like a drum.

	 

	"Ole!" The matador circled the ring, his small black biretta in his fingers, high.  It rained.  Centavo pieces, purses, shoes, hats. The matador stood in this rain with his biretta raised for an umbrella!

	 

	A man ran up with a cut-off ear of the slain bull.  The matador held it up to the crowd.  Everywhere he walked the crowd threw up their hats and money.  But thumbs jerked down and though the shouts were glad they were not so glad that he kept the cut-off ear.  Thumbs went down.  Without a look behind him, shrugging, the matador gave the ear cracking toss.

	The bloody ear lay on the sand, while the crowd, glad that he had thrown it away, because he was not that good, cheered.  The bucklers came out, chained the slumped bull to a team of high-stamping horses, who whistled fearful sirens in their nostrils at the hot blood odor an bolted like white explosions across the arena when released yanking, bounding the

	dead slumped bull behind, leaving harrowing of the horns in sand and amulets of blood.

	 

	Raimundo felt the sugar skull jolt from his fingers.  The funeral on the wooden slat was torn from his other wide flung hand.

	 

	Bang!  The bull hit, rebounded from the barrera wall as the horses vanished, jangling, screaming, in the tunnel.

	 

	A man ran to the barrera of Senior Villalta, poking upward the banderillas, their sharp prongs choked with bull blood and flesh. "Gracias!" Villalta threw down a peso and took the banderillas proudly, the little orange and blue crepe papers fluttering, to hand about like

	musical instruments to his wife, to cigar-smoking friends.

	 

	Christ moved.  

	 

	The crowd looked up at the swaying cross on the cathedral.

	 

	Christ balanced on two hands, logs up in the sky!

	 

	The small boy ran through the crowd.  "You see my brother?  Pay!  My brother! Pay!"

	 

	Christ now hung by one hand on the swaying cross.  Below him was the city of Guadalajara, very sweet and very quiet with Sunday.  I will make much money today, he thought.

	 

	The cross jolted.  His hand slipped.  The crowd screamed. 

	 

	Christ fell.

	 

	Christ dies each hour.  You see him in carven postures in ten thousand agonized places, eyes lifted to high dusty heavens of ten thousand small churches, and always there is much blood, ah, much blood.

	 

	"See!"  said Senior Villalta.  "See!" He wagged the banderillas in the face of his friends, red and wet.

	 

	With children chasing, snatching at him, laughing, the matador circles the ring again to the ever-increasing shower of hats, running and not stopping.

	 

	And now the tourist boats cross the dawn-pale lake of Patzcuaro, leaving Janitzio behind, the candles snuffed, the graveyard deserted, the torn flowers strewn and shriveling.  The boats pull up and the tourists step out in the new light, and in the hotel on the mainland shore a great silver urn waits, bubbling with fresh coffee; a little whisper of steam, like the last part of the fog from the lake, goes up into the warm air of the hotel dining room, and there is a good sound of chattered plates and tining forks and low converse, and a gentle lidding of eyes and a mouthing of coffee in dreams already begun before the pillow.  Doors close.  The tourists sleep on fog-damp pillows, in fog-damp sheets, like earth spittled winding clothes.  The coffee smell is as rich as the skin of a Tarascan.

	 

	In Guanajuato the gates close, the rigid nightmares are turned from. The spiral stair is taken up in hot November light.  A dog barks.  A wind stirs the dead morning-glories on the pastry-cake monuments.  The big door whams down on the catacomb opening.  The withered people are hidden.

	 

	The band hoots out its last triumphant hooting and the barreras are empty.  Outside, the people walk away between ranks of phlegm-eyed beggars who sing high, high songs, and the blood spoor of the last bull is raked and wiped and raked and wiped by the men with the rakes down in the wide shadowed ring.  In the shower, the matador is slapped upon his wet buttocks by a man who has won money because of him this day.

	 

	Raimundo fell, Christ fell, in glaring light. A bull rushed, a car rushed, opening a great vault of blackness in the air which slammed, thundered shut and said nothing but sleep. Raimundo touched the earth, Christ touched the earth, but did not know.

	 

	The cardboard funeral was shattered to bits.  The sugar skull broke in the far gutter in three dozen fragments of blind snow.

	 

	The boy, the Christ, lay quiet.  

	 

	The night bull went away to give other people darkness to teach other people sleep.

	 

	Ah, said the crowd.  

	 

	RAIMUNDO, said the bits of the sugar skull strewn on the earth.

	 

	People ran to surround the silence.  They looked at the sleep.  And the sugar skull with the letters R and A and I and M and U and N and D and O was snatched up and eaten by children who fought over the name.

	 



In a Season of Calm Weather




1957
George and Alice Smith detrained at Biarritz one summer noon and in an hour had run through their hotel on to the beach into the ocean and back out to bake upon the sand.

To see George Smith sprawled burning there, you’d think him only a tourist flown fresh as iced lettuce to Europe and soon to be transhipped home. But here was a man who loved art more than life itself.

“There…” George Smith sighed. Another ounce of perspiration trickled down his chest. Boil out the Ohio tap-water, he thought, then drink down the best Bordeaux. Silt your blood with rich French sediment so you’ll see with native eyes!

Why? Why eat, breathe, drink everything French? So that, given time, he might really begin to understand the genius of one man.

His mouth moved, forming a name.

“George?” His wife loomed over him. “I know what you’ve been thinking. I can read your lips.”

He lay perfectly still, waiting.

“And?”

“Picasso,” she said.

He winced. Some day she would learn to pronounce that name.

“Please,” she said. “Relax. I know you heard the rumour this morning, but you should see your eyes - your tic is back. All right, Picasso’s here, down the coast a few miles away, visiting friends in some small fishing town. But you must forget it or our vacation’s ruined.”

“I wish I’d never heard the rumour,” he said honestly.

“If only,” she said, “you liked other painters.”

Others? Yes, there were others. He could breakfast most congenially on Caravaggio still-lifes of autumn pears and midnight plums. For lunch: those fire-squirting, thick-wormed Van Gogh sunflowers, those blooms a blind man might read with one rush of scorched fingers down fiery canvas. But the great feast? The paintings he saved his palate for? There, filling the horizon, like Neptune risen, crowned with limewood, alabaster, coral, paintbrushes clenched like tridents in horn-nailed fists, and with fishtail vast enough to fluke summer showers out over all Gibraltar - who else but the creator of Girl Before a Mirror and Guernica?

“Alice,” he said, patiently, “how can I explain? Coming down on the train I thought. Good Lord, it’s all Picasso country!”

But was it really, he wondered. The sky, the land, the people, the flushed-pink bricks here, scrolled electric-blue ironwork balconies there, a mandolin ripe as a fruit in some man’s thousand fingerprinting hands, billboard tatters blowing like confetti in night winds - how much was Picasso, how much George Smith staring round the world with wild Picasso eyes? He despaired of answering. That old man had distilled turpentine and linseed oil so thoroughly through George Smith that they shaped his being, all Blue Period at twilight, all Rose Period at dawn.

“I keep thinking,” he said aloud, “if we saved our money…”

“We’ll never have five thousand dollars.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “But it’s nice thinking we might bring it off some day. Wouldn’t it be great to just step up to him, say ‘Pablo, here’s five thousand! Give us the sea, the sand, that sky, or any old thing you want, we’ll be happy….”

After a moment, his wife touched his arm.

“I think you’d better go in the water now,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “I’d better do just that.”

White fire showered up when he cut the water.

During the afternoon George Smith came out and went into the ocean with the vast spilling motions of now warm, now cool people who at last, with the sun’s decline, their bodies all lobster colours and colours of broiled squab and guinea hen, trudged for their wedding-cake hotels.

The beach lay deserted for endless mile on mile save for two people. One was George Smith, towel over shoulder, out for a last devotional. Far along the shore another shorter, square-cut man walked alone in the tranquil weather. He was deeper tanned, his close-shaven head dyed almost mahogany by the sun, and his eyes were clear and bright as water in his face. So the shoreline stage was set, and in a few minutes the two men would meet. And once again Fate fixed the scales for shocks and surprises, arrivals and departures. And all the while these two solitary strollers did not for a moment think on coincidence, that unswum stream which lingers at man’s elbow with every crowd in every town. Nor did they ponder the fact that if man dares dip into that stream he grabs a wonder in each hand. Like most they shrugged at such folly, and stayed well up the bank lest Fate should shove them in.

The stranger stood alone. Glancing about, he saw his aloneness, saw the waters of the lovely bay, saw the sun sliding down the late colours of the day, and then half-turning spied a small wooden object on the sand. It was no more than the slender stick from a lime ice-cream delicacy long since melted away. Smiling he picked the stick up. With another glance around to re-insure his solitude, the man stooped again and holding the stick gently with light sweeps of his hand began to do the one thing in all the world he knew best how to do.

He began to draw incredible figures along the sand. He sketched one figure and then moved over and still looking down, completely focused on his work now, drew a second and a third figure, and after that a fourth and a fifth and a sixth.

George Smith, printing the shoreline with his feet, gazed here, gazed there, and then saw the man ahead. George Smith, drawing nearer, saw that the man, deeply tanned, was bending down. Neerer yet, and it was obvious what the man was up to. George Smith chuckled. Of course, of course… along on the beach this man - how old? Sixty-five? Seventy? - was scribbling and doodling away. How the sand flew! How the wild portraits flung themselves out there on the shore! How

 

George Smith took one more step and stopped, very still.

The stranger was drawing and drawing and did not seem to sense that anyone stood immediately behind him and the world of his drawings in the sand. By now he was so deeply enchanted with his solitudinous creation that depth-bombs set off in the bay might not have stopped his flying hand nor turned him round.

George Smith looked down at the sand. And, after a long while, looking, he began to tremble.

For there on the flat shore were pictures of Grecian lions and Mediterranean goats and maidens with flesh of sand like powdered gold and satyrs piping on hand-carved horns and children dancing, strewing flowers along and along the beach with lambs gambolling after and musicians skipping to their harps and lyres, and unicorns racing youths towards distant meadows, woodlands, ruined temples and volcanoes. Along the shore in a never-broken line, the hand, the wooden stylus of this man bent down in fever and raining perspiration, scribbled, ribboned, looped around over and up, across, in, out, stitched, whispered, stayed, then hurried on as if this travelling bacchanal must flourish to its end before the sun was put out by the sea. Twenty, thirty yards or more the nymphs and dryads and summer founts sprang up in unravelled hieroglyphs. And the sand, in the dying light, was the colour of molten copper on which was now slashed a message that any man in any time might read and savour down the years. Everything whirled and poised in its own wind and gravity. Now wine was being crushed from under the grape-blooded feet of dancing vintners’ daughters, now steaming seas gave birth to coin-sheathed monsters while flowered kites strewed scent on blowing clouds… now… now… now….

The artist stopped.

George Smith drew back and stood away.

The artist glanced up, surprised to find someone so near. Then he simply stood there, looking from George Smith to his own creations flung like idle footprints down the way. He smiled at last and shrugged as if to say. Look what I’ve done; see what a child? You will forgive me, won’t you? One day or another we are all fools… you, too, perhaps? So allow an old fool this, eh? Good! Good!

But George Smith could only look at the little man with the sun-dark skin and the clear sharp eyes, and say the man’s name once, in a whisper, to himself.

They stood thus for perhaps another five seconds, George Smith staring at the sand-frieze, and the artist watching George Smith with amused curiosity. George Smith opened his mouth, closed it, put out his hand, took it back. He stepped towards the picture, stepped away. Then he moved along the line of figures, like a man viewing a precious series of marbles cast up from some ancient ruin on the shore. His eyes did not blink, his hand wanted to touch but did not dare to touch. He wanted to run but did not run.

He looked suddenly at the hotel. Run, yes! Run! What? Grab a shovel, dig, excavate, save a chunk of this all too crumbling sand? Find a repair-man, race him back here with plaster-of-paris to cast a mould of some small fragile part of these? No, no. Silly, silly. Or…? His eyes flicked to his hotel window. The camera! Run, get it, get back, and hurry along the shore, clicking, changing film, clicking until…

George Smith whirled to face the sun. It burned faintly on his face, his eyes were two small fires from it. The sun was half underwater and, as he watched, it sank the rest of the way in a matter of seconds.

The artist had drawn nearer and now was gazing into George Smith’s face with great friendliness as if he were guessing every thought. Now he was nodding his head in a little bow. Now the ice-cream stick had fallen casually from his fingers. Now he was saying good night, good night. Now he was gone, walking back down the beach towards the south.

George Smith stood looking after him. After a full minute, he did the only thing he could possibly do. He started at the beginning of the fantastic frieze of satyrs and fauns and wine-dipped maidens and prancing unicorns and piping youths and he walked slowly along the shore. He walked a long way, looking down at e free-running bacchanal. And when he came to the end of the animals and men he turned round and started back in the other direction, just staring down as if he had lost something and did not quite know where to find it. He kept on doing this until there was no more light in the sky, or on the sand, to see by.

 

He sat down at the supper table.

“You’re late,” said his wife. “I just had to come down alone. I’m ravenous.”

“That’s all right,” he said.

“Anything interesting happen on your walk?” she asked.

“No,” he said.

“You look funny; George, you didn’t swim out too far, did you, and almost drown? I can tell by your face. You did swim out too far, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Well,” she said, watching him closely. “Don’t ever do that again. Now - what’ll you have?”

He picked up the menu and started to read it and stopped suddenly.

“What’s wrong?” asked his wife.

He turned his head and shut his eyes for a moment.

“Listen.”

She listened.

“I don’t hear anything,” she said.

“Don’t you?”

“No. What is it?”

“Just the tide,” he said, after a while, sitting there, his eyes still shut. “Just the tide, coming in.”



A Scent of Sarsaparilla




1958
Mr. William Finch stood quietly in the dark and blowing attic all morning and afternoon for three days. For three days in late November, he stood alone, feeling the soft white flakes of Time falling out of the infinite cold steel sky, silently, softly, feathering the roof and powdering the eaves. He stood, eyes shut. The attic, wallowed in seas of wind in the long sunless days, creaked every bone and shook down ancient dusts from its beams and warped timbers and lathings. It was a mass of sighs and torments that ached all about him where he stood sniffing its elegant dry perfumes and feeling of its ancient heritages. Ah. Ah.

Listening, downstairs, his wife Cora could not hear him walk or shift pr twitch. She imagined she could only hear him breathe, slowly out and in, like a dusty bellows, alone up there in the attic, high in the windy house.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered.

When he hurried down for lunch the third afternoon, he smiled at the bleak walls, the chipped plates, the scratched silverware, and even at his wife!

“What’s all the excitement?” she demanded.

“Good spirits is all. Wonderful spirits!” he laughed. He seemed almost hysterical with joy. He was seething in a great warm ferment which, obviously, he had trouble concealing. His wife frowned.

“What’s that smell?”

“Smell, smell, smell?” He jerked his greying head back and forth.

“Sarsaparilla.” She sniffed suspiciously. “That’s what it is!”

“Oh, it couldn’t be!” His hysterical happiness stopped as quickly as if she’d switched him off. He seemed stunned, ill at ease, and suddenly very careful.

“Where did you go this morning?” she asked.

“You know I was cleaning the attic.”

“Mooning over a lot of trash. I didn’t hear a sound. Thought maybe you weren’t in the attic at all. What’s that?” She pointed.

“Well, now how did those get there?” he asked the world.

He peered down at the pair of black spring-metal bicycle clips that bound his thin pants to his bony ankles.

“Found them in the attic,” he answered himself. “Remember when we got out on the gravel road in the early morning on our tandem bike, Cora, forty years ago, everything fresh and new?”

“If you don’t finish that attic today, I’ll come up and toss everything out myself.”

“Oh, no,” he cried. “I have everything the way I want it!”

She looked at him coldly.

“Cora,” he said, eating his lunch, relaxing, beginning to enthuse again, “you know what attics are? They’re Time Machines, in which old, dim-witted men like me can travel back forty years to a time when it was summer all year round and children raided ice-wagons. Remember how it tasted? You held the ice in your handkerchief. It was like sucking the flavour of linen and snow at the same time.”

Cora fidgeted.

It’s not impossible, he thought, half closing his eyes, trying to see it and build it. Consider an attic. Its very atmosphere is Time. It deals in other years, the cocoons and chrysalises of another age. All the bureau drawers are little coffins where a thousand yesterdays lie in state. Oh, the attic’s a dark, friendly place, full of Time, and if you stand in the very centre of it, straight and tall, squinting your eyes, and thinking and thinking, and smelling the Past, and putting out your hands to feel of Long Ago, why, it.

He stopped, realizing he had spoken some of this aloud. Cora was eating rapidly.

“Well, wouldn’t it be interesting,” he asked the parting in her hair, “if Time Travel could occur? And what more logical, proper place for it to happen than in an attic like ours, eh?”

“It’s not always summer back in the old days,” she said. “It’s just your crazy memory. You remember all the good things and forget the bad. It wasn’t always summer.”

“Figuratively speaking, Cora, it was.”

“Wasn’t.”

“What I mean is this,” he said, whispering excitedly, bending forward to see the image he was tracing on the blank dining-room wall. “If you rode your unicycle carefully between the years, balancing, hands out, careful, careful, if you rode from year to year, spent a week in 1909, a day in 1900, a month or a fortnight somewhere else, 1905, 1898, you could stay with summer the rest of your life.”

“Unicycle?”

“You know, one of those tall chromium one-wheeled bikes, single-seater, the performers ride in vaudeville shows, juggling. Balance, true balance, it takes, not to fall off, to keep the bright objects flying in the air, beautiful, up and up, a light, a flash, a sparkle, a bomb of brilliant colours, red, yellow, blue, green, white, gold; all the Junes and Julys and Augusts that ever were, in the air, about you, at once, hardly touching your hands, flying, suspended, and you, smiling, among them. Balance, Cora, balance.”

“Blah,” she said, “blah, blah.” And added, “blah!”

He climbed the long cold stairs to the attic, shivering.

There were nights in winter when he woke with porcelain in his bones, with cool chimes blowing in his ears, with frost piercing his nerves in a raw illumination like white cold fireworks exploding and showering down in flaming snows upon a silent land deep in his subconscious. He was cold, cold, cold, and it would take a score of endless summers, with their green torches and bronze suns to thaw him free of his wintry sheath. He was a great tasteless chunk of brittle ice, a snowman put to bed each night, full of confetti dreams, tumbles of crystal and flurry. And there lay winter outside for ever, a great leaden winepress smashing down its colourless lid of sky, squashing them all like so many grapes, mashing colour and sense and being from everyone, save the children who fled on skis and toboggans down mirrored hills which reflected the crushing iron shield that hung lower above town each day and every eternal night.

Mr. Finch lifted the attic trapdoor. But here, here. A dust of summer sprang up about him. The attic dust simmered with heat left over from other seasons. Quietly, he shut the trapdoor down.

He began to smile.

 

The attic was quiet as a thundercloud before a storm. On occasion, Cora Finch heard her husband murmuring, murmuring, high up there.

At five in the afternoon, singing My Isle of Golden Dreams, Mr. Finch flipped a crisp new straw hat in the kitchen door. “Boo!”

“Did you sleep all afternoon?” snapped his wife. “I called up at you four times and no answer.”

“Sleep?” He considered this and laughed, then put his hand quickly over his mouth. “Well, I guess I did.”

Suddenly she saw him. “My God!” she cried, “where’d you get that coat?”

He wore a red candy-striped coat, a high white, choking collar, and ice-cream pants. You could smell the straw hat like a handful of fresh hay fanned in the air.

“Found ‘em in an old trunk.”

She sniffed. “Don’t smell of mothballs. Look brand-new.”

“Oh, no!” he said hastily. He looked stiff and uncomfortable as she eyed his costume.

“This isn’t a summer stock company,” she said.

“Can’t a fellow have a little fun?”

“That’s all you’ve ever had,” she slammed the oven door. “While I’ve stayed home and knitted. Lord knows, you’ve been down at the store helping ladies’ elbows in and out doors.”

He refused to be bothered. “Cora.” He looked deep into the crackling straw hat. “Wouldn’t it be nice to take a Sunday walk the way we used to do, with your silk parasol and your long dress whishing along, and sit on those wire-legged chairs at the soda parlour and smell the drug store the way they used to smell? Why don’t drug stores smell that way any more? And order two sarsaparillas for us, Cora, and then ride out in our 1910 Ford to Hannahan’s Pier for a box-supper and listen to the brass band. How about it?”

“Supper’s ready. Take that dreadful uniform off.”

“If you could make a wish and take a ride on those oaklaned country roads like they had before cars started rushing, would you do it?” he insisted, watching her.

“Those old roads were dirty. We came home looking like Africans. Anyway,” she picked up a sugar-jar and shook it, “this morning I had forty dollars here. Now it’s gone! Don’t tell me you ordered those clothes from a costume house. They’re brand-new, they didn’t come from any trunk!”

“I’m - “he said.

She raved for half an hour, but he could not bring himself to say anything. The November wind shook the house and as she talked, the snows of winter began to fall again in the cold steel sky.

“Answer me!” she cried. “Are you crazy, spending our money that way, on clothes you can’t wear?”

“The attic,” he started to say.

She walked off and sat in the living-room.

The snow was falling fast now and it was a cold dark November evening. She heard him climb up the step ladder, slowly, into the attic, into that dusty place of other years, into that black place of costumes and props and Time, into a world separate from this world below.

 

He closed the trap door down. The flashlight, snapped on, was company enough. Yes, here was all of Time compressed in a Japanese paper flower. At the touch of memory, everything would unfold into the clear water of the mind, in beautiful blooms, in spring breezes, larger than life. Each of the bureau drawers, slid forth, might contain aunts and cousins and grandmamas, ermined in dust. Yes, Time was here. You could feel it breathing, an atmospheric instead of a mechanical clock.

Now the house below was as remote as another day in the past. He half-shut his eyes and looked and looked on every side of the waiting attic.

Here, in prismed chandelier, were rainbows and momings and noons as bright as new rivers flowing endlessly back through time. His flashlight caught and flickered them alive, the rainbows leapt up to curve the shadows back with colours, with colours like plums and raspberries and Concord grapes, with colours like cut lemons and the sky where the clouds drew off after storming and the blue was there. And the dust of the attic was incense burning and all of time burning, and all you need do was peer into the flames. It was indeed a great machine of Time, this attic, he knew, he felt, he was sure, and if you touched prisms here, doorknobs there, plucked tassels, chimed crystals, swirled dust, punched trunk-hasps, and gusted the vox humana of the old hearth-bellows until it puffed the soot of a thousand ancient fires into your eyes, if, indeed, you played this instrument, this warm machine of parts, if you fondled all of its bits and pieces, its levers and changers and movers, then, then, then!

He thrust out his hands to orchestrate, to conduct, to Hourish. There was music in his head, in his mouth shut tight, and he played the great machine, the thunderously silent organ, bass, tenor, soprano, low, high, and at last, at last, a chord that shuddered him so that he had to shut his eyes.

 

About nine o’clock that night she heard him calling, “Cora!” She went upstairs. His head peered down at her from above, smiling at her. He waved his hat. “Good-bye, Cora.”

“What do you mean?” she cried.

“I’ve thought it over for three days and I’m saying good-bye.”

“Come down out of there, you fool!”

“I drew five hundred dollars from the bank yesterday. I’ve been thinking about this. And then when it happened, well… Cora…” He shoved his eager hand down. “For the last time, will you come along with me?”

“In the attic? Hand down that step-ladder, William Finch. I’ll climb up there and run you out of that filthy place!”

“I’m going to Hannahan’s Pier for a bowl of Clam Chowder,” he said. “And I’m requesting the brass band to play Moonlight Bay. Oh, come on, Cora….” He motioned his extended hand.

She simply stared at his gentle, questioning face.

“Good-bye,” he said.

He waved gently, gently. Then his face was gone, the straw hat was gone.

“William!” she screamed.

The attic was dark and silent.

Shrieking, she ran and got a chair and used it to groan her way up into the musty darkness. She flourished a flashlight. “William! William!”

The dark spaces were empty. A winter wind shook the house.

Then she saw the far west attic window, ajar.

She fumbled over to it. She hesitated, held her breath. Then, slowly, she opened it. The ladder was placed outside the window, leading down on to a porch roof.

She pulled back from the window.

Outside the opened frame the apple trees were lush green, it was twilight of a summer day in July. Faintly, she heard explosions, firecrackers going off. She heard laughter and distant voices. Rockets burst in the warm air, softly, red, white, and blue, fading.

She slammed the window and stood reeling. “William!”

Wintry November light glowed up through the trap in the attic floor behind her. Bent to it, she saw the snow whispering against the cold clear panes down in that November world where she would spend the next thirty years.

She did not go near the window again. She sat alone in the black attic, smelling the one smell that did not seem to fade. It lingered like a gentle sigh of satisfaction, on the air. She took a deep, long breath.

The old, the familiar, the unforgettable scent of drugstore sarsaparilla.



	THE HEADPIECE

	 

	THE parcel arrived in the late afternoon mail. Mr Andrew Lemon knew what was inside by shaking it. It whispered in there like a large hairy tarantula.

	It took him some time to get up his courage, tremble the wrappings open, and remove the lid from the white cardboard box.

	There the bristly thing lay on its snowy tissue bed, as impersonal as the black horsechair clock-springs stuffed in an old sofa. Andrew Lemon chuckled.

	 

	'Indians come and gone, left this piece of a massacre behind as a sign, a warning. Well. There!'

	 

	And he fitted the new patent-leather black shining toupee to his naked scalp. He tugged at it like someone touching his cap to passers-by.

	The toupee fitted perfectly, covering the neat coin-round hole which marred the top of his brow. Andrew Lemon gazed at the strange man in the mirror and yelled with delight.

	 

	'Hey there, who're you? Face's familiar, but, by gosh now, pass you on the street without looking twice! Why? Because,

	it's gone! Darn hole's covered, nobody'd guess it was ever there. Happy New Year, man, that's what it is, Happy New Year!'

	 

	He walked around and around his little apartment, smiling, needing to do something, but not yet ready to open the door and surprise the world. He walked by the mirror, glancing sidewise at someone going past there, and each time laughed and shook his head. Then he sat down in the rocker and rocked, grinning, and tried to look at a couple of copies of Wild West Weekly and then Thrilling Movie Magazine.

	But he couldn't keep his right hand from crawling up along his face, tremulously, to feel at the rim of that crisp new sedge above his ears.

	 

	'Let me buy you a drink, young fellow!'

	He opened the fly-specked medicine cabinet and took three gulps from a bottle. Eyes watering, he was on the verge of cutting himself a chew of tobacco when he stopped, listening.

	Outside, in the dark hallway, there was a sound like a field-mouse moving softly, daintily on the threadbare carpeting.

	'Miss Fremwell!' he said to the mirror.

	Suddenly the toupee was off his head and into the box as if, frightened, it had scuttled back there of itself. He clapped the lid down, sweating cold, afraid of even the sound that woman made moving by like a summer breeze.

	He tiptoed to the door that was nailed shut in one wall and bent his raw and now furiously blushing head. He heard Miss Fremwell unlock her door and shut it and move delicately about her room with little tinkles of chinaware and chimes of cutlery, turning in a merry-go-round to make her dinner. He backed away from that door that was bolted, locked, latched, and driven shut with its four-inch hard-steel nails. He thought of the nights he had flinched in bed, thinking he heard her quietly pulling out the nails, pulling out the nails, touching at the bolts and slithering the latch . . . And how it always took him an hour to turn away towards sleep after that.

	 

	Now she would rustle about her room for an hour or so. It would grow dark. The stars would be out and shining when he tapped on her door and asked if she'd sit on the porch or walk in the park. Then the only way she could possibly know of this third blind and staring eye in his head would be to run her hand in a Braille-like motion there. But her small white fingers had never moved within a thousand miles of that scar which was no more to her than, well, one of those pockmarks off on the full moon tonight. His toe brushed a copy of Wonder Science Tales.

	He snorted. Perhaps if she thought at all of his damaged head — she wrote songs and poems, didn't she, once in a while? — she figured that a long time back a meteor had run and hit him and vanished up there where there were no shrubs or trees, where it was just white, above his eyes. He snorted again and shook his head. Perhaps, perhaps. But however she thought, he would see her only when the sun had set.

	 

	He waited another hour, from time to time spitting out the window into the warm summer night.

	'Eight-thirty. Here goes.'

	He opened the hall door and stood for a moment looking back at that nice new toupee hidden in its box. No, he still could not bring himself to wear it.

	He stepped along the hall to Miss Naomi Fremwell's door, a door so thinly made it seemed to beat with the sound of her small heart there behind it.

	'Miss Fremwell,' he whispered.

	He wanted to cup her like a small white bird in his great bowled hands, speak soft to her quietness. But then, in wiping the sudden perspiration from his brow, he found again the pit and only at the last quick moment saved himself from falling over, in, and screaming, down! He clapped his hand to that place to cover that emptiness. After he had held his hand tight tight to the hole for a long moment he was then afraid to pull his hand away. It had changed. Instead of being afraid he might fall in there, he was afraid something terrible, something secret, something private, might gush out and drown him.

	He brushed his free hand across her door, disturbing little more than dust.

	'Miss Fremwell?'

	He looked to see if there were too many lamps lit under her doorsill, the light of which might strike out at him when she swung the door wide. The very thrust of lamplight alone might knock his hand away, and reveal that sunken wound. Then mightn't she peer through it like a keyhole, into his life?

	The light was dim under the doorsill.

	He made a fist of one hand and brought it down gently, three times, on Miss Fremwell's door.

	The door opened and moved slowly back.

	Later, on the front porch, feverishly adjusting and re-adjusting his senseless legs, perspiring, he tried to work around to asking her to marry him. When the moon rose high, the hole in his brow looked like a leaf-shadow fallen there. If he kept one profile to her, the crater did not show, it was hidden away over on the other side of his world. It seemed that when he did this, though, he only had half as many words and felt only half a man.

	'Miss Fremwell,' he managed to say, at last.

	'Yes?' She looked at him as if she didn't quite see him.

	'Miss Naomi, I don't suppose you ever really noticed me, lately.'

	She waited. He went on.

	'I've been noticing you. Fact is, well, I might as well put it right out on the line and get it over with. We been sitting out here on the porch for quite a few months. I mean we've known each other a long time. Sure, you're good fifteen years younger than me, but would there be anything wrong with our getting engaged, do you think?'

	'Thank you very much, Mr Lemon,' she said quickly. She was very polite. 'But — '

	'Oh, I know,' he said, edging forward with the words. 'I know! It's my head, it's always this darn thing up here on my head!'

	She looked at his turned-away profile in the uncertain light.

	'Why, no, Mr Lemon, I don't think I would say that, I don't think that's it at all. I have wondered a bit about it, certainly, but I don't think it's an interference in any way. A friend of mine, a very dear friend, married a man once, I recall, who had a wooden leg. She told me she didn't even know he had it, after a while.'

	'It's always this darn hole,' cried Mr Lemon bitterly. He took out his plug of tobacco, looked at it as if he might bite it, decided not to and put it away. He formed a couple of fists and stared at them bleakly as if they were big rocks. 'Well, I'll tell you all about it, Miss Naomi. I'll tell you how it happened.'

	'You don't have to if you don't want.'

	'I was married once, Miss Naomi. Yes, I was, darn it. And one day my wife she just took hold of a hammer and hit me right on the head!'

	Miss Fremwell gasped. It was as if she had been struck herself.

	Mr Lemon brought one clenching fist down through the warm air.

	 

	'Yes, ma'am, she hit me straight-on with that hammer, she did. I tell you, the world blew up on me. Everything fell down on me. It was like the house coming down in one heap. That one little hammer buried me, buried me! The pain? I can't tell you!'

	 

	Miss Fremwell turned in on herself. She shut her eyes and thought, biting her lips. Then she said, 'Oh, poor Mr Lemon.'

	'She did it so calm,' said Mr Lemon, puzzled. 'She just stood over me where I lay on the couch and it was a Tuesday afternoon about two o'clock and she said, "Andrew, wake up!" and I opened my eyes and looked at her is all and then she hit me with that hammer. Oh, Lord.'

	'But why?' asked Miss Fremwell.

	'For no reason, no reason at all. Oh, what an ornery woman.'

	'But why should she do a thing like that?' said Miss Fremwell.

	'I told you: for no reason.'

	'She was crazy?'

	 

	'Must have been. Oh, yes, she must of been.'

	 

	'Did you prosecute her?'

	'Well, no, I didn't. After all, she didn't know what she was doing.'

	'Did it knock you out?'

	Mr Lemon paused and there it was again, so clear, so tall, in his mind, the old thought of it. Seeing it there, he put it in words.

	'No, I remember just standing up, I stood up and I said to her, "What'd you do?" and I stumbled towards her. There was a mirror. I saw the hole in my head, deep, and blood coming out. It made an Indian of me. She just stood there, my wife did. And at last she screamed three kinds of horror and dropped that hammer on the floor and ran out the door.'

	'Did you faint then?'

	'No. I didn't faint. I got out on the street some way and I mumbled to somebody I needed a doctor. I got on a bus, mind you, a bus! And paid my fare! And said to leave me by some doctor's house downtown. Everybody screamed, I tell you. I got sort of weak then, and next thing I knew the doctor was working on my head, had it cleaned out like a new thimble, like a bunghole in a barrel . . . '

	He reached up and touched that spot now, fingers hovering over it as a delicate tongue hovers over the vacated area where once grew a fine tooth.

	'A neat job. The doctor kept staring at me, too, as if he expected me to fall down dead any minute.'

	'How long did you stay in the hospital?'

	'Two days. Then I was up and around, feeling no better, no worse. By that time my wife had picked up and skedaddled.'

	 

	'Oh, my goodness, my goodness,' said Miss Ffemwell, recovering her breath. 'My heart's going like an eggbeater. I can hear and feel and see it all, Mr Lemon. Why, why, oh, why did she do it?'

	 

	'I already told you, for no reason I could see. She was just took with a notion, I guess.'

	'But there must have been an argument — ?'

	Blood drummed in Mr Lemon's cheeks. He felt that place up there on his head glow like a fiery crater. 'There wasn't no argument. I was just sitting, peaceful as you please. I like to sit, my shoes off, my shirt unbuttoned, afternoons.'

	'Did you — did you know any other women?'

	'No, never, none!'

	'You didn't — drink?'

	'Just a nip once in a while, you know how it is.'

	'Did you gamble?'

	'No, no, no!'

	'But a hole punched in your head like that, Mr Lemon, my land, my land! All over nothing?'

	'You women are all alike. You see something and right off you expect the worst. I tell you there was no reason. She just fancied hammers.'

	'What did she say before she hit you?'

	'Just "Wake up, Andrew".'

	'No, before that.'

	'Nothing. Not for half an hour or an hour, anyway. Oh, she said something about wanting to go shopping for something or other, but I said it was too hot. I'd better lie down, I didn't feel so good. She didn't appreciate how I felt. She must have got mad and thought about it for an hour and grabbed that hammer and come in and gone kermash. I think the weather got her, too.'

	Miss Fremwell sat back thoughtfully in the lattice shadow, her brows moving slowly up and then slowly down.

	'How long were you married to her?'

	'A year. I remember we got married in July and in July it was I got sick.'

	'Sick?'

	'I wasn't a well man. I worked in a garage. Then I got these backaches so I couldn't work and had to lie down afternoons. Elbe, she worked in the First National Bank.'

	'I see,' said Miss Fremwell.

	'What?'

	'Nothing,' she said.

	'I'm an easy man to get on with. I don't talk too much. I'm easy-going and relaxed. I don't waste money. I'm economical. Even Ellie had to admit that. I don't argue. Why, sometimes Ellie would jaw at me and jaw at me, like bouncing a ball hard on a house, but me not bouncing back. I just sat. I took it easy. What's the use of always stirring around and talking, right?'

	Miss Fremwell looked over at Mr Lemon's brow in the moonlight. Her lips moved but he could not hear what she said.

	Suddenly, she straightened up and took a deep breath and blinked around surprised to see the world out beyond the porch lattice. The sounds of traffic came in. to the porch now, as if they had been tuned up, they had been so quiet for a time. Miss Fremwell took a deep breath and let it out.

	'As you yourself say, Mr Lemon, nobody ever got anywhere arguing.'

	'Right!' he said. 'I'm easy-going, I tell you — '

	But Miss Fremwell's eyes were lidded now and her mouth was strange. He sensed this and tapered off.

	A night wind blew fluttering her light summer dress and the sleeves of his shirt.

	'It's late,' said Miss Fremwell.

	'Only nine o'clock!'

	'I have to get up early tomorrow.'

	'But you haven't answered my question yet, Miss Fremwell.'

	'Question?' She blinked. 'Oh, the question. Yes.' She rose from the wicker seat. She hunted around in the dark for the screen doorknob. 'Oh now, Mr Lemon, let me think it over.'

	'That's fair enough,' he said. 'No use arguing, is there?'

	The screen door closed. He heard her find her way down the dark warm hall. He breathed shallowly, feeling of the third eye in his head, the eye that saw nothing.

	 

	He felt a vague unhappiness shift around inside his chest like an illness brought on by too much talking. And then he thought of the fresh white gift-box waiting with its lid on in his room. He quickened. Opening the screen door he walked down the silent hall and went into his room. Inside, he slipped and almost fell on a slick copy of True Romance Tales.

	He switched on the light, excitedly, smiling, fumbled the box open and lifted the toupee from the tissues. He stood before the bright mirror and followed directions with the spirit gum and tapes, and tucked it here and stuck it there and shifted it again and combed it neat. Then he opened the door and walked along the hall to knock for Miss Fremwell.

	 

	'Miss Naomi?' he called, smiling.

	The light under her door clicked out at the sound of his voice.

	He stared at the dark keyhole with disbelief.

	'Oh, Miss Naomi?' he said again, quickly.

	Nothing happened in the room. It was dark. After a moment he tried the knob, experimentally. The knob rattled. He heard Miss Fremwell sigh. He heard her say something. Again, the words were lost. Her small feet tapped to the door. The light came on.

	'Yes?' she said, behind the panel.

	'Look, Miss Naomi,' he entreated. 'Open the door. Look.'

	The bolt of the door snapped back. She jerked the door open about an inch. One of her eyes looked at him sharply.

	'Look,' he announced proudly, adjusting the toupee so it very definitely covered the sunken crater. He imagined he saw himself in her bureau mirror and was pleased. 'Look here, Miss Fremwell!'

	She opened the door a bit wider and looked. Then she slammed the door and locked it. From behind the thin panelling, her voice was toneless.

	'I can still see the hole, Mr Lemon,' she said.

	 



The Town Where No One Got Off




1958
Crossing the continental United States by night, by day, on the train, you flash past town after wilderness town where nobody ever gets off. Or rather, no person who doesn’t belong, no person who hasn’t roots in these country graveyards ever bothers to visit their lonely stations or attend their lonely views.

I spoke of this to a fellow-passenger, another salesman like myself, on the Chicago-Los Angeles train as we crossed Iowa.

“True,” he said. “People get off in Chicago, everyone gets off there. People get off in New York, get off in Boston, get off in L.A. People who don’t live there go there to see and come back to tell. But what tourist ever just got off at Fox Hill, Nebraska, to look at it? You? Me? No! I don’t know anyone, got no business there, it’s no health resort, so why bother?”

“Wouldn’t it be a fascianting change,” I said, “some year to plan a really different vacation? Pick some village lost on the plains where you don’t know a soul and go there for the hell of it?”

“You’d be bored stiff.”

“I’m not bored, thinking of it!” I peered out of the window. “What’s the next town coming up on this line?”

“Rampart Junction.”

I smiled. “Sounds good. I might get off there.”

“You’re a liar and a fool. What you want? Adventure? Romance? Go ahead, jump off the train. Ten seconds later you’ll call yourself an idiot, grab a taxi and race us to the next town.”

“Maybe.”

I watched telephone poles flick by, flick by, flick by. Far ahead I could see the first faint outlines of a town.

“But I don’t think so,” I heard myself say.

The salesman across from me looked faintly surprised.

For slowly, very slowly, I was rising to stand. I reached for my hat. I saw my hand fumble for my one suitcase. I was surprised, myself.

“Hold on!” said the salesman. “What’re you doing?”

The train rounded a curve suddenly. I swayed. Far ahead, I saw one church spire, a deep forest, a field of summer wheat.

“It looks like I’m getting off the train,” I said.

“Sit down,” he said.

“No,” I said. “There’s a something about that town up ahead. I’ve got to go see. I’ve got the time. I don’t have to be in L.A., really, until next Monday. If I don’t get off the train now, I’ll always wonder what I missed, what I let slip by when I had the chance to see it.”

“We were just talking. There’s nothing there.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “There is.”

I put my hat on my head and lifted the suitcase in my hand.

“By God,” said the salesman, “I think you’re really going to do it.”

My heart beat quickly. My face was flushed.

The train whistled. The train rushed down the track. The town was near!

“Wish me luck,” I said.

“Luck! “he cried.

I ran for the porter, yelling.

 

There was an ancient flake-painted chair tilted back against the station platform wall. In this chair, completely relaxed so he sank into his clothes, was a man of some seventy years whose timbers looked as if he’d been nailed there since the station was built. The sun had burned his face dark and tracked Ms cheek with lizard folds and stitches that held his eyes in a perpetual squint. His hair smoked ash-white in the summer wind. His blue shirt, open at the neck to show white clocksprings, was bleached like the staring late afternoon sky. His shoes were blistered as if he had held them, uncaring, in the mouth of a stove, motionless, for ever. His shadow under him was stencilled a permanent black.

As I stepped down, the old man’s eyes flicked every door on the train and stopped, surprised, at me.

I thought he might wave.

But there was only a sudden colouring of his secret eyes; a chemical change that was recognition. Yet he had not twitched so much as his mouth, an eyelid, a finger. An invisible bulk had shifted inside him.

The moving train gave me an excuse to follow it with my eyes. There was no one else on the platform. No autos waited by the cobwebbed, nail-shut office. I alone had departed the iron thunder to set foot on the choppy waves of platform timber.

The train whistled over the hill.

Fool! I thought. My fellow-passenger had been right. I would panic at the boredom I already sensed in this place. All right, I thought, fool, yes, but run, no!

I walked my suitcase down the platform, not looking at the old man. As I passed, I heard his thin bulk shift again, this time so I could hear it. His feet were coming down to touch and tap the mushy boards.

I kept walking.

“Afternoon,” a voice said, faintly.

I knew he did not look at me but only at that great cloudless spread of shimmering sky.

“Afternoon,” I said.

I started up the dirt road towards the town. One hundred yards away, I glanced back.

The old man, still seated there, stared at the sun, as if posing a question.

I hurried on.

 

I moved through the dreaming late-afternoon town, utterly anonymous and alone, a trout going upstream, not touching the banks of a clear-running river of life that drifted all about me.

My suspicions were confirmed: it was a town where nothing happened, where occurred only the following events:

At four o’clock sharp, the Honneger Hardware door slammed as a dog came out to dust himself in the road. Pour-thirty, a straw sucked emptily at the bottom of a soda-glass, making a sound like a great cataract in the drugstore silence. Five o’clock, boys and pebbles plunged in the town river. Five-fifteen, ants paraded in the slanting light under some elm-trees.

And yet - I turned in a slow circle - somewhere in this town there must be something worth seeing. I knew it was there. I knew I had to keep walking and looking. I knew I would find it.

I walked. I looked.

All through the afternoon there was only one constant and unchanging factor: the old man in the bleached blue pants and shirt was never far away. When I sat in the drug store he was out front spitting tobacco that rolled itself into tumble-bugs in the dust. When I stood by the river he was crouched downstream making a great thing of washing his hands.

Along about seven-thirty in the evening, I was walking for the seventh or eighth time through the quiet streets when I heard footsteps beside me.

I looked over and the old man was pacing me, looking straight ahead, a piece of dried grass in his stained teeth.

“It’s been a long time,” he said, quietly.

We walked along in the twilight.

“A long time,” he said, “waitin’ on that station platform.”

“You?” I said.

“Me.” He nodded in the tree shadows.

“Were you waiting for someone at the station?”

“Yes,” he said. “You.”

“Me?” The surprise must have shown in my voice. “But why…? You never saw me before in your life.”

“Did I say I did? I just said I was waitin’.”

We were on the edge of town now. He had turned and I had turned with him along the darkening river-bank towards the trestle where the night trains ran over going east, going west, but stopping rare few times.

“You want to know anything about me?” I asked, suddenly. “You the sheriff?”

“No, not the sheriff. And no, I don’t want to know nothin’ about you.” He put his hands in his pockets. The sun was set now. The air was suddenly cool. “I’m just surprised you’re here at last, is all.”

“Surprised?”

“Surprised,” he said, “and… pleased.”

I stopped abruptly and looked straight at him.

“How long have you been sitting on that station platform?”

“Twenty years, give or take a few.”

I knew he was telling the truth; his voice was as easy and quiet as the river.

“Waiting for me?” I said.

“Or someone like you,” he said.

We walked on in the growing dark.

“How you like our town?’

“Nice, quiet,” I said.

“Nice, quiet.” He nodded. “Like the people?”

“People look nice and quiet.”

“They are,” he said. “Nice, quiet.”

I was ready to turn back but the old man kept talking and in order to listen and be polite I had to walk with him in the vaster darkness, the tides of field and meadow beyond town.

“Yes,” said the old man, “the day I retired, twenty years ago, I sat down on that station platform and there I been, sittin’ doin’ nothin’, waitin’ for something to happen, I didn’t know what, I didn’t know. I couldn’t say. But when it finally happened, I’d know it, I’d look at it and say. Yes, sir, that’s what I was waitin’ for. Train wreck? No. Old woman friend come back to town after fifty years? No. No. It’s hard to say. Someone. Something. And it seems to have something to do with you. I wish I could tell -”

“Why don’t you try?” I said.

The stars were coming out. We walked on.

“Well,” he said, slowly, “you know much about your own insides?”

“You mean my stomach or you mean psychologically?”

“That’s the word. I mean your head, your brain, you know much about that7”

The grass whispered under my feet. “A little.”

“You hate many people in your time?”

“Some.”

“We all do. It’s normal enough to hate, ain’t it, and not only hate but, while we don’t talk about it, don’t we sometimes want to hit people who hurt us, even kill them?”

“Hardly a week passes we don’t get that feeling,” I said, “and put it away.”

“We put away all our lives,” he said. “The town says thus and so, mom and dad say this and that, the law says such and such. So you put away one killing and another and two more after that. By the time you’re my age, you got lots of that kind of stuff between your ears. And unless you went to war, nothin’ ever happened to get rid of it.”

“Some men trap-shoot, or hunt ducks,” I said. “Some men box or wrestle.”

“And some don’t. I’m talkin’ about them that don’t. Me. All my life I’ve been saltin’ down those bodies, put-tin’ ‘em away on ice in my head. Sometimes you get mad at a town and the people in it for makin’ you put things aside like that. You like the old cavemen who just gave a hell of a yell and whanged someone on the head with a club.”

“Which all leads up to…?”

“Which all leads up to: everybody’d like to do one killin’ in his life, to sort of work off that big load of stuff, all those killin’s in his mind he never did have the guts to do. And once in a while a man has a chance. Someone runs in front of his car and he forgets the brakes and keeps goin’. Nobody can prove nothin’ with that sort of thing. The man don’t even tell himself he did it. He just didn’t get his foot on the brake in time. But you know and I know what really happened, don’t we?”

“Yes,” I said.

The town was far away now. We moved over a small stream on a wooden bridge, just near the railway embankment.

“Now,” said the old man, looking at the water, “the only kind of killin’ worth doin’ is the one where nobody can guess who did it or why they did it or who they did it to, right? Well, I got this idea maybe twenty years ago. I don’t think about it every day or every week. Sometimes months go by, but the idea’s this: only one train stops here each day, sometimes not even that. Now, if you wanted to kill someone you’d have to wait, wouldn’t you, for years and years, until a complete and actual stranger came to your town, a stranger who got off the train for no reason, a man nobody knows and who don’t know nobody in the town. Then, and only then, I thought, sittin’ there on the station chair, you could just go up and when nobody’s around, kill him and throw him in the river. He’d be found miles downstream. Maybe he’d never be found. Nobody would ever think to come to Rampart Junction to find him. He wasn’t goin’ there. He was on his way some place else. There, that’s my whole idea. And I’d know that man the minute he got off the train. Know him, just as clear…”

I had stopped walking. It was dark. The moon would not be up for an hour.

“Would you?” I said.

“Yes,” he said. I saw the motion of his head looking at the stars. “Well, I’ve talked enough.” He sidled close and touched my elbow. His hand was feverish, as if he had held it to a stove before touching me. His other hand, his right hand, was hidden, tight and bunched, in his pocket. “I’ve talked enough.”

Something screamed.

I jerked my head.

Above, a fast-flying night-express razored along the unseen tracks, flourished light on hill, forest, farm, town dwellings, field, ditch, meadow, ploughed earth, and water, then, raving high, cut off away, shrieking, gone. The rails trembled for a little while after that. Then, silence.

The old man and I stood looking at each other in the dark. His left hand was still holding my elbow. His other hand was still hidden.

“May I say something?” I said, at last.

The old man nodded.

“About myself,” I said. I had to stop. I could hardly breathe. I forced myself to go on. “It’s funny. I’ve often thought the same way as you. Sure, just today, going crosscountry, I thought, how perfect, how perfect, how really perfect it could be. Business has been bad for me, lately. Wife sick. Good friend died last week. War in the world. Full of boils, myself. It would do me a world of good -”

“What?” the old man said, his hand on my arm.

“To get off this train in a small town,” I said, “where nobody knows me, with this gun under my arm, and find someone and kill them and bury them and go back down to the station and get on and go home and nobody the wiser and nobody ever to know who did it, ever. Perfect, I thought, a perfect crime. And I got off the train.”

We stood there in the dark for another minute, staring at each other. Perhaps we were listening to each other’s hearts beating very fast, very fast indeed.

The world turned under me. I clenched my fists. I wanted to fall. I wanted to scream, like the train.

For suddenly I saw that all the things I had just said were not lies put forth to save my life.

All the things I had just said to this man were true.

And now I knew why I had stepped from the train and walked up through this town. I knew what I had been looking for.

I heard the old man breathing hard and fast. His hand was tight on my arm as if he might fall. His teeth were clenched. He leaned towards me as I leaned towards him. There was a terrible silent moment of immense strain as before an explosion.

He forced himself to speak at last. It was the voice of a man crushed by a monstrous burden.

“How do I know you got a gun under your arm?”

“You don’t know.” My voice was blurred. “You can’t be sure.”

He waited. I thought he was going to faint.

“That’s how it is?” he said.

“That’s how it is,” I said.

He shut his eyes tight. He shut his mouth tight.

After another five seconds, very slowly, heavily, he managed to take his hand away from my own immensely heavy arm. He looked down at his right hand then, and took it, empty, out of his pocket.

Slowly, with great weight, we turned away from each other and started walking blind, completely blind, in the dark.

The midnight PASSENGER TO BE PICKED UP flare sputtered on the tracks. Only when the train was pulling out of the station did I lean from the open Pullman door and look back.

The old man was seated there with his chair tilted against the station wall, with his faded blue pants and shirt and his sunbaked face and his sunbleached eyes. He did not glance at me as the train slid past. He was gazing east along the empty rails where tomorrow or the next day or the day after the day after that, a train, some train, any train, might fly by here, might slow, might stop. His face was fixed, his eyes were blindly frozen, towards the east. He looked a hundred years old.

The train wailed.

Suddenly old myself, I leaned out, squinting.

Now the darkness that had brought us together stood between. The old man, the station, the town, the forest, were lost in the night.

For an hour I stood in the roaring blast staring back at all that darkness.



All Summer in a Day
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“Ready ?”

“Ready.”

“Now ?”

“Soon.”

“Do the scientists really know? Will it happen today, will it ?”

“Look, look; see for yourself !”

The children pressed to each other like so many roses, so many weeds, intermixed, peering out for a look at the hidden sun.

It rained.

It had been raining for seven years; thousands upon thousands of days compounded and filled from one end to the other with rain, with the drum and gush of water, with the sweet crystal fall of showers and the concussion of storms so heavy they were tidal waves come over the islands. A thousand forests had been crushed under the rain and grown up a thousand times to be crushed again. And this was the way life was forever on the planet Venus, and this was the school room of the children of the rocket men and women who had come to a raining world to set up civilization and live out their lives.

“It�s stopping, it�s stopping !”

“Yes, yes !”

Margot stood apart from them, from these children who could ever remember a time when there wasn�t rain and rain and rain. They were all nine years old, and if there had been a day, seven years ago, when the sun came out for an hour and showed its face to the stunned world, they could not recall. Sometimes, at night, she heard them stir, in remembrance, and she knew they were dreaming and remembering gold or a yellow crayon or a coin large enough to buy the world with. She knew they thought they remembered a warmness, like a blushing in the face, in the body, in the arms and legs and trembling hands. But then they always awoke to the tatting drum, the endless shaking down of clear bead necklaces upon the roof, the walk, the gardens, the forests, and their dreams were gone.

All day yesterday they had read in class about the sun. About how like a lemon it was, and how hot. And they had written small stories or essays or poems about it:

 

I think the sun is a flower,

That blooms for just one hour.

 

That was Margot�s poem, read in a quiet voice in the still classroom while the rain was falling outside.

“Aw, you didn�t write that!” protested one of the boys.

“I did,” said Margot. “I did.”

“William!” said the teacher.

But that was yesterday. Now the rain was slackening, and the children were crushed in the great thick windows.

Where�s teacher ?”

“She�ll be back.”

“She�d better hurry, we�ll miss it !”

They turned on themselves, like a feverish wheel, all tumbling spokes. Margot stood alone. She was a very frail girl who looked as if she had been lost in the rain for years and the rain had washed out the blue from her eyes and the red from her mouth and the yellow from her hair. She was an old photograph dusted from an album, whitened away, and if she spoke at all her voice would be a ghost. Now she stood, separate, staring at the rain and the loud wet world beyond the huge glass.

“What�re you looking at ?” said William.

Margot said nothing.

“Speak when you�re spoken to.”

He gave her a shove. But she did not move; rather she let herself be moved only by him and nothing else. They edged away from her, they would not look at her. She felt them go away. And this was because she would play no games with them in the echoing tunnels of the underground city. If they tagged her and ran, she stood blinking after them and did not follow. When the class sang songs about happiness and life and games her lips barely moved. Only when they sang about the sun and the summer did her lips move as she watched the drenched windows. And then, of course, the biggest crime of all was that she had come here only five years ago from Earth, and she remembered the sun and the way the sun was and the sky was when she was four in Ohio. And they, they had been on Venus all their lives, and they had been only two years old when last the sun came out and had long since forgotten the color and heat of it and the way it really was.

But Margot remembered.

“It�s like a penny,” she said once, eyes closed.

“No it�s not!” the children cried.

“It�s like a fire,” she said, “in the stove.”

“You�re lying, you don�t remember !” cried the children.

But she remembered and stood quietly apart from all of them and watched the patterning windows. And once, a month ago, she had refused to shower in the school shower rooms, had clutched her hands to her ears and over her head, screaming the water mustn�t touch her head. So after that, dimly, dimly, she sensed it, she was different and they knew her difference and kept away. There was talk that her father and mother were taking her back to Earth next year; it seemed vital to her that they do so, though it would mean the loss of thousands of dollars to her family. And so, the children hated her for all these reasons of big and little consequence. They hated her pale snow face, her waiting silence, her thinness, and her possible future.

“Get away !” The boy gave her another push. “What�re you waiting for?”

Then, for the first time, she turned and looked at him. And what she was waiting for was in her eyes.

“Well, don�t wait around here !” cried the boy savagely. “You won�t see nothing!”

Her lips moved.

“Nothing !” he cried. “It was all a joke, wasn�t it?” He turned to the other children. “Nothing�s happening today. Is it ?”

They all blinked at him and then, understanding, laughed and shook their heads.

“Nothing, nothing !”

“Oh, but,” Margot whispered, her eyes helpless. “But this is the day, the scientists predict, they say, they know, the sun

“

“All a joke !” said the boy, and seized her roughly. “Hey, everyone, let�s put her in a closet before the teacher comes !”

“No,” said Margot, falling back.

They surged about her, caught her up and bore her, protesting, and then pleading, and then crying, back into a tunnel, a room, a closet, where they slammed and locked the door. They stood looking at the door and saw it tremble from her beating and throwing herself against it. They heard her muffled cries. Then, smiling, the turned and went out and back down the tunnel, just as the teacher arrived.

“Ready, children ?” She glanced at her watch.

“Yes !” said everyone.

“Are we all here ?”

“Yes !”

The rain slacked still more.

They crowded to the huge door.

The rain stopped.

It was as if, in the midst of a film concerning an avalanche, a tornado, a hurricane, a volcanic eruption, something had, first, gone wrong with the sound apparatus, thus muffling and finally cutting off all noise, all of the blasts and repercussions and thunders, and then, second, ripped the film from the projector and inserted in its place a beautiful tropical slide which did not move or tremor. The world ground to a standstill. The silence was so immense and unbelievable that you felt your ears had been stuffed or you had lost your hearing altogether. The children put their hands to their ears. They stood apart. The door slid back and the smell of the silent, waiting world came in to them.

The sun came out.

It was the color of flaming bronze and it was very large. And the sky around it was a blazing blue tile color. And the jungle burned with sunlight as the children, released from their spell, rushed out, yelling into the springtime.

“Now, don�t go too far,” called the teacher after them. “You�ve only two hours, you know. You wouldn�t want to get caught out !”

But they were running and turning their faces up to the sky and feeling the sun on their cheeks like a warm iron; they were taking off their jackets and letting the sun burn their arms.

“Oh, it�s better than the sun lamps, isn�t it ?”

“Much, much better !”

They stopped running and stood in the great jungle that covered Venus, that grew and never stopped growing, tumultuously, even as you watched it. It was a nest of octopi, clustering up great arms of fleshlike weed, wavering, flowering in this brief spring. It was the color of rubber and ash, this jungle, from the many years without sun. It was the color of stones and white cheeses and ink, and it was the color of the moon.

The children lay out, laughing, on the jungle mattress, and heard it sigh and squeak under them resilient and alive. They ran among the trees, they slipped and fell, they pushed each other, they played hide-and-seek and tag, but most of all they squinted at the sun until the tears ran down their faces; they put their hands up to that yellowness and that amazing blueness and they breathed of the fresh, fresh air and listened and listened to the silence which suspended them in a blessed sea of no sound and no motion. They looked at everything and savored everything. Then, wildly, like animals escaped from their caves, they ran and ran in shouting circles. They ran for an hour and did not stop running.

And then -

In the midst of their running one of the girls wailed.

Everyone stopped.

The girl, standing in the open, held out her hand.

“Oh, look, look,” she said, trembling.

They came slowly to look at her opened palm.

In the center of it, cupped and huge, was a single raindrop. She began to cry, looking at it. They glanced quietly at the sun.

“Oh. Oh.”

A few cold drops fell on their noses and their cheeks and their mouths. The sun faded behind a stir of mist. A wind blew cold around them. They turned and started to walk back toward the underground house, their hands at their sides, their smiles vanishing away.

A boom of thunder startled them and like leaves before a new hurricane, they tumbled upon each other and ran. Lightning struck ten miles away, five miles away, a mile, a half mile. The sky darkened into midnight in a flash.

They stood in the doorway of the underground for a moment until it was raining hard. Then they closed the door and heard the gigantic sound of the rain falling in tons and avalanches, everywhere and forever.

“Will it be seven more years ?”

“Yes. Seven.”

Then one of them gave a little cry.

“Margot !”

“What ?”

“She�s still in the closet where we locked her.”

“Margot.”

They stood as if someone had driven them, like so many stakes, into the floor. They looked at each other and then looked away. They glanced out at the world that was raining now and raining and raining steadily. They could not meet each other�s glances. Their faces were solemn and pale. They looked at their hands and feet, their faces down.

“Margot.”

One of the girls said, “Well

?”

No one moved.

“Go on,” whispered the girl.

They walked slowly down the hall in the sound of cold rain. They turned through the doorway to the room in the sound of the storm and thunder, lightning on their faces, blue and terrible. They walked over to the closet door slowly and stood by it.

Behind the closet door was only silence.

They unlocked the door, even more slowly, and let Margot out.



Death and the Maiden
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Far out in the country beyond the woods, beyond the world, really, lived Old Mam, and she had lived there for ninety years with the door locked tight, not opening for anyone, be it wind, rain, sparrow tapping or little boy with a pailful of crayfish rapping. If you scratched at her shutters, she called through:

“Go away. Death!”

“I’m not Death!” you might say.

But she’d cry back, “Death, I know you, you come today in the shape of a girl. But I see the bones behind the freckles!”

Or someone else might knock.

“I see you. Death.” would cry Old Mam. “In the shape of a scissors-grinder! But the door is triple-locked and double-barred. I got flypaper on the cracks, tape on the keyholes, dust mops up the chimney, cobwebs in the shutters, and the electricity cut off so you can’t slide in with the juice! No telephones so you can call me to my doom at three in the dark morning. And I got my ears stuffed with cotton so I can’t hear your reply to what I say now. So, Death, get away!”

That’s how it had been through the town’s history. People in that world beyond the wood spoke of her and sometimes boys doubting the tale would heave chunks against the roof slates just to hear Old Mam wail, “Go on, goodbye, you in black with the white, white face!”

And the tale was that Old Mam, with such tactics, would live forever. After all, Death couldn’t get in, could he? All the old germs in her house must have long since given up and gone to sleep. All the new germs running through the land with new names every week or ten days, if you believed the papers, couldn’t get in past the bouquets of rock moss, rue, black tobacco and castor bean at every door.

“She’ll bury us all,” said the town ‘way off where the train ran by.

“I’ll bury them all,” said Old Mam, alone and playing solitaire with Braille-marked cards, in the dark.

And that’s how it was.

Years passed without another visitor, be it boy, girl, tramp or travelling man, knocking at her door. Twice a year a grocery clerk from the world beyond, seventy himself, left packages that might have been birdseed, could have been milk-bone biscuit, but were almost certainly stamped into bright steel cans with yellow lions and red devils inked on the bright wrappers, and trod off over the choppy sea of lumber on the front porch. The food might stay there for a week, baked by the sun, frozen by the moon; a proper time of antisepsis. Then, one morning, it was gone.

Old Mam’s career was waiting. She did it well, with her eyes closed and her hands clasped and the hairs inside her ears trembling, listening, always ready.

So she was not surprised when, on the seventh day of August in her ninety-first year, a young man with a sunburned face walked through the wood and stood before her house.

He wore a suit like that snow which slides whispering in white linen off a winter roof to lay itself in folds on the sleeping earth. He had no car; he had walked a long way, but looked fresh and clean. He carried no cane to lean on and wore no hat to keep off the stunning blows of the sun. He did not perspire. Most important of all, he carried only one thing with him, an eight-ounce bottle with a bright-green liquid inside. Gazing deeply into this green colour, he sensed he was in front of Old Mam’ s house, and looked up.

He didn’t touch her door. He walked slowly around her house and let her feel him making the circle.

Then, with his X-ray eyes, he let her feel his steady gaze.

“Oh!” cried Old Mam, waking with a crumb of graham cracker still in her mouth. “It’s you! I know who you came as this time!”

“Who?”

“A young man with a face like a pink summer melon. But you got no shadow! Why’s that? Why?”

“People are afraid of shadows. So I left mine back beyond the wood.”

“So I see, without looking.”

“Oh,” said the young man with admiration. “You have Powers.”

“Great Powers, to keep you out and me in!”

The young man’s lips barely moved. “I won’t even bother to wrestle you.”

But she heard. “You’d lose, you’d lose!”

“And I like to win. So - I’ll just leave this bottle on your front stoop.”

He heard her heart beating fast through the walls of the house.

“Wait! What’s in it? Anything left on my property, I got a right to know!”

“Well,” said the young man.

“Go on!”

“In this bottle,” he said, “is the first night and the first day you turned eighteen.”

“What, what, what!”

“You heard me.”

“The night I turned eighteen… the day?”

“That’s it.”

“In a bottle?”

He held it high and it was curved and shaped not unlike a young woman. It took the light of the world and flashed back warmth and green fire like the coals burning in a tiger’s eyes. It looked now serene, now suddenly shifted and turbulent in his hands.

“I don’t believe it!” cried Old Mam.

“I’ll leave it and go,” said the young man. “When I’m gone, try a tea-spoon of the green thoughts in this bottle. Then you’ll know.”

“It’s poison!”

“No.”

“You promise, mother’s honour?”

“I have no mother.”

“What do you swear on?”

“Myself.”

“It’ll kill me, that’s what you want.”

“It will raise you from the dead.”

“I’m not dead!”

The young man smiled at the house.

“Aren’t you?” he said.

“Wait! Let me ask myself: Are you dead? Are you? Or nearly, all these years?”

“The day and the night you turned eighteen,” said the young man. “Think it over.”

“It’s so long ago!”

Something stirred like a mouse by a coffin-sized window.

“This will bring it back.”

He let the sun wash through the elixir that glowed like the crushed sap of a thousand green blades of summer grass. It looked hot and still as a green sun, it looked wild and blowing as the sea.

“This was a good day in a good year of your life.”

“A good year,” she murmured, hidden away.

“A vintage year. Then there was savour to your life. One swig and you’d know the taste! Why not try it, eh? Eh?”

He held the bottle higher and farther out and it was suddenly a telescope which, peered through from either end, brought to focus a time in a year long gone. A green-and-yellow time much like this noon in which the young man offered up the past like a burning glass between his serene fingers. He tilted the bright flask, and a butterfly of white-hot illumination winged up and down the window shutters, playing them like gray piano keys, soundlessly. With hypnotic ease the burning wings frittered through the shutter slots to catch a lip, a nose, an eye, poised there. The eye snatched itself away, then, curious, relit itself from the beam of light. Now, having caught what he wanted to catch, the young man held the butterfly reflection steady, save for the breathing of its fiery wings, so that the green fire of that far-distant day poured through the shutters of not only ancient house but ancient woman. He heard her breathe out her muffled startlement, her repressed delight.

“No, no, you can’t fool me!” She sounded like someone deep under water, trying not to drown in a lazy tide. “Coming back dressed in that flesh, you! Putting on that mask I can’t quite see! Talking with that voice I remember from some other year. Whose voice? I don’t care! My ouija board here on my lap spells who you really are and what you sell!”

“I sell just this twenty-four hours from young life.”

“You sell something else!”

“No, I can’t sell what I am.”

“If I come out you’d grab and shove me six feet under. I’ve had you fooled, put off, for years. Now you whine back with new plans, none of which will work!”

“If you came out the door, I’d only kiss your hand, young lady.”

“Don’t call me what I’m not!”

“I call you what you could be an hour from now.”

“An hour from now…” she whispered, to herself.

“How long since you been walked through this wood?”

“Some other war, or some peace,” she said. “I can’t see. The water’s muddy.”

“Young lady,” he said, “it’s a fine summer day. There’s a tapestry of golden bees, now this design, now that, in the green church aisle of trees here. There’s honey in a hollow oak flowing like a river of fire. Kick off your shoes, you can crush wild mint, wading deep. Wildflowers like clouds of yellow butterflies lie in the valley. The air under these trees is like deep well water cool and clear you drink with your nose. A summer day, young as young ever was.”

“But I’m old, old as ever was.”

“Not if you listen! Here’s my out-and-out bargain, deal, sale - transaction betwixt you, me and the August weather.”

“What kind of deal, what do I get for my investment?”

“Twenty-four long sweet summer hours, starting now. When we’ve run through these woods and picked the berries and eaten the honey, we’ll go on to town and buy you the finest spider-web-thin white summer dress and lift you on the train.”

“The train!”

“The train to the city, an hour away, where well have dinner and dance all night. I’ll buy you four shoes, you’ll need them, wearing out one pair.”

“My bones - I can’t move.”

“You’ll run rather than walk, dance rather than run. We’ll watch the stars wheel over the sky and bring the sun up, flaming. We’ll string footprints along the lake shore at dawn. We’ll eat the biggest breakfast in mankind’s history and lie on the sand like two chicken pies warming at noon. Then, late in the day, a five-pound box of bonbons on our laps, we’ll laugh back on the train, covered with the conductor’s ticket-punch confettiyblue, green, orange, like we were married, and walk through town seeing nobody, no one, and wander back through the sweet dusk-smelling wood into your house…”

Silence.

“It’s already over,” murmured her voice. “And it hasn’t begun.”

Then: “Why are you doing this? What’s in it for you?!”

The young man smiled tenderly. “Why, girl, I want to sleep with you.”

She gasped. “I never slept with no one in my life!”

“You’re a… maiden lady?”

“And proud îf it!”

The young man sighed, shaking his head. “So it’s true - you are, you really are, a maiden.”

He heard nothing from the house, so listened.

Softly, as if a secret faucet had been turned somewhere with difficulty, and drop by drop an ancient system were being used for the first time in half a century, the old woman began to cry.

“Old Mam, why do you cry?”

“I don’t know,” she wailed.

Her weeping faded at last and he heard her rock in her chair, making a cradle rhythm to soothe herself.

“Old Mam,” he whispered.

“Don’t call me that!”

“All right,” he said. “Clarinda.”

“How did you know my name? No one knows!”

“Clarinda, why did you hide in that house, long ago?”

“I don’t remember. Yes, I do. I was afraid.”

“Afraid?”

“Strange. Half my years afraid of life. The other half, afraid of death. Always some kind of afraid. You! Tell the truth, now! When my twenty-four hours are up, after we walk by the lake and take the train back and come through the woods to my house, you want to…”

He made her say it.

“… sleep with me?” she whispered.

“For ten thousand million years,” he said.

“Oh.” Her voice was muted. “That’s a long time.”

He nodded.

“A long time,” she repeated. “What kind of bargain is that, young man? You give me twenty-four hours of being eighteen again and I give you ten thousand million years of my precious time.”

“Don’t forget, my time, too,” he said. “I’ll never go away.”

“You’ll lie with me?”

“I will.”

“Oh, young man, young man. Your voice. So familiar.”

“Look.”

He saw the keyhole unplugged and her eye peer out at him. He smiled at the sunflowers in the field and the sunflower in the sky.

“I’m blind, half blind,” she cried. “But can that be Willy Winchester ‘way out there?”

He said nothing.

“But, Willy, you’re just twenty-one by the look of you, not a day different than you were seventy years back!”

He set the bottle by the front door and walked back out to stand in the weeds.

“Can -” She faltered. “Can you make me look like yourself?”

He nodded.

“Oh, Willy, Willy, is that really you?”

She waited, staring across the summer air to where he stood relaxed and happy and young, the sun flashing off his hair and cheeks.

A minute passed.

“Well?” he said.

“Wait!” she cried. “Let me think!”

And there in the house he could feel her letting her memories pour through her mind as sand pours through an hourglass, heaping itself at last into nothing but dust and ashes. He could hear the emptiness of those memories burning the sides of her mind as they fell down and down and made a higher and yet higher mound of sand.

All that desert, he thought, and not one oasis.

She trembled at his thought.

“Well,” he said again.

And at last she answered.

“Strange,” she murmured. “Now, all of a sudden, twenty-four hours, one day, traded for ten million billion years, sounds fair and good and right.”

“It is, Clarinda,” he said. “Oh, yes, it is.”

The bolts slid back, the locks rattled, the door cracked. Her hand jerked out, seized the bottle and flicked back in.

A minute passed.

Then, as if a gun had been fired off, footsteps pelted through the halls. The back door slammed open. Upstairs, windows flew wide, as shutters fell crumbling to the grass. Downstairs, a moment later, the same. Shutters exploded to kindling as she thrust them out. The windows exhaled dust.

Then at last, from the front door, flung wide, the empty bottle sailed and smashed against a rock.

She was on the porch, quick as a bird. The sunlight struck full upon her. She stood as someone on a stage, in a single revealing motion, come from the dark. Then, down the steps, she threw her hand to catch his.

A small boy passing on the road below stopped, stared and, walking backward, moved out of sight, his eyes still wide.

“Why did he stare at me?” she said. “Am I beautiful?”

“Very beautiful.”

“I need a mirror!”

“No, no, you don’t.”

“Will everyone in town see me beautiful? It’s not just me thinking so, is it, or you pretending?”

“Beauty is what you are.”

“Then I’m beautiful, for that’s how I feel. Will everyone dance me tonight, will men fight for turns?”

“They will, one and all.”

Down the path, in the sound of bees and stirring leaves, she stopped suddenly and looked into his face so like the summer sun.

“Oh, Willy, Willy, when it’s all over and we come back here, will you be kind to me?”

He gazed deep into her eyes and touched her cheek with his fingers.

“Yes,” he said gently. “I will be kind.”

“I believe you,” she said. “Oh, Willy, I believe.”

And they ran down the path out of sight, leaving dust on the air and leaving the front door of the house wide and the shutters open and the windows up so the light of the sun could Hash in with the birds come to build nests, raise families, and so petals of lovely summer flowers could blow like bridal showers through the long halls in a carpet and into the rooms and over the empty-but-waiting bed. And summer, with the breeze, changed the air in all the great spaces of the house so it smelled like the Beginning or the first hour after the Beginning, when the world was new and nothing would ever change and no one would ever grow old.

Somewhere rabbits ran thumping like quick hearts in the forest.

Far off, a train hooted, rushing faster, faster, faster, toward the town.



	SOME LIVE LIKE LAZARUS (1960)

	 

	You won’t believe it when I tell you I waited more than sixty years for a murder, hoped as only a woman can hope that it might happen, and didn't move a finger to stop it when it finally drew near. Anna Marie, I thought, you can't stand guard forever.  Murder, when ten thousand days have passed, is more than a surprise, it is a miracle.

	 

	"Hold on!"  Don't let me fall!"  

	 

	Mrs. Harrison's voice.  

	 

	Did I ever, in half a century, hear it whisper?  Was it always screaming, shrieking, demanding, threatening?

	 

	Yes, always.  

	 

	"Come along, Mother.  There you are, Mother."  Her son Roger's voice.  Did I ever in all the years hear it rise above a murmur, protest, or, even faintly birdlike, argue?

	 

	No.  Always the loving monotone.

	 

	This morning, no different than any other of their first mornings, they arrived in their great black hearse for their annual Green Bay summer.  There he was, thrusting his hand in to hoist the window dummy after him, an ancient sachet of bones and talcum dust that was named, surely for some terrible practical joke, Mother.  

	 

	"Easy does it, Mother."  

	 

	"You’re bruising my arm!"

	 

	"Sorry, Mother."

	 

	I watched from a window of the lake pavilion as he trundled her off down the path in her wheel chair, she pushing her cane like a musket ahead to blast any Fates or Furies they might meet out of the way.

	 

	"Careful, don't run me into the flowers, thank God we’d sense not to go to Paris after all.  You'd've had me in that nasty traffic. You’re not disappointed?"

	 

	"No, Mother."

	 

	"We'll see Paris next year."  

	 

	Next year . . .next year . . . no year at all, I heard someone murmur.  

	 

	Myself, gripping the window sill.  For almost seventy years I had heard her promise this to the boy, boy-man, man, man-grasshopper and the now livid male praying mantis that he was, pushing his eternally cold and fur-wrapped woman past the hotel verandas where, in another age, paper fans had Buttered like Oriental butterflies in the hands of basking ladies.

	 

	"There, Mother, inside the cottage.." His faint voice fading still more, forever young when he was old, forever old when he was very young.

	 

	How old is she now?  I wondered.  Ninety eight, yes, ninety eight wicked years old.  She seemed like a horror film repeated each year bemuse the hotel entertainment fund could not afford to buy a new one to run in the moth-flaked evenings.

	 

	So, through all the repetitions of arrivals and departures, my mind ran back to when the foundations of the Green Bay Hotel were freshly poured and the parasols were new leaf green and lemon Sold, that summer of 1890 when I first saw Roger, who was five, but whose eyes already were old and wise and tired.

	 

	He stood on the pavilion grass looking at the sun and the bright pennants as I came up to him.  

	 

	"Hello," I said.

	 

	He simply looked at me.  

	 

	I hesitated, tagged him and ran.  

	 

	He did not move.  I came back and tagged him again.  

	 

	He looked at the place where I had touched him, on the shoulder, and was about to run after me when her voice came from a distance.  

	 

	"Roger, don't dirty your clothes!" 

	 

	And he walked slowly away toward his cottage, not looking back.

	 

	That was the day I started to hate him.  

	 

	Parasols have come and gone in a thousand summer colors, whole flights of butterfly fans have blown away on August winds, the pavilion has burned and been built again in the selfsame size and shape, the lake has dried like a plum in its basin, and my hatred, like these things, came and went, grew very large, stopped still for love, returned, then diminished with the years.

	 

	I remember when he was seven, them driving by in their horse carriage, his hair long, brushing his loutish shoulders.  They were holding hands and she was saying, "If you're very good this summer, next year we'll go to London.  Or the year after that, at the latest."

	 

	And my watching their faces, comparing their eyes, their ears, their mouths, so when he came in for a soda pop one noon that summer I walked straight up to him and cried, "She's not your mother!" 

	 

	"What!" He looked around in panic, as if she might be near.

	 

	"She's not your aunt or your grandma, either!"  I cried.  "She's a witch that stole you when you were a baby.  You don't know who your mama is or your pa. You don't look anything like her.  She's holding you for a million ransom which comes due when you're twenty-one from some duke or king!"

	 

	"Don't say that!" he shouted, jumping up.  

	 

	"Why not?" I said angrily. "Why do you come around here?  You can't play this, can't play that, can't do nothing, what good are you?  She says, she does.  I know her! She hangs upside down from the ceiling in her black clothes in her bedroom at midnight!"

	 

	"Don't say that!"  His face was frightened and pale.  

	 

	"Why not say it?"

	 

	"Because," he bleated, "it's true."

	 

	And he was out the door and running.  

	 

	I didn't see him again until the next summer.  And then only once, briefly, when I took some clean linen down to their cottage. 

	 

	The summer when we were both twelve was the summer that for a time I didn't hate him.

	 

	He called my name outside the pavilion screen door and when I looked out he said, very quietly, "Anna Marie, when I am twenty and you are twenty, I'm going to marry you."

	 

	"Who's going to let you?" I asked.  

	 

	"I'm going to let you," he said. "You just remember, Ann-Marie.  You wait for me. Promise?"

	 

	I could only nod.  

	 

	"But what about--" 

	 

	"She'll be dead by then," he said, very gravely.  "She's old.  She's old."

	 

	And then he turned and went away.  

	 

	The next summer they did not come to the resort at all.  I heard she was sick.  I prayed every night that she would die.  

	 

	But two years later they were back, and the year after the year after that until Roger was nineteen and I was nineteen, and then at last we had reached and touched twenty, and for one of the few times in all the years, they came into the pavilion together, she in her wheel chair now, deeper in her furs than ever before, her face a gathering of white dust and folded parchment.

	 

	She eyed me as I set her ice-cream sundae down before her, and eyed Roger as he said, "Mother, I want you to meet-"

	 

	"I do not meet girls who wait on public tables," she said. "I acknowledge they exist, work, and are paid.  I immediately forget their names."

	 

	She touched and nibbled her ice cream, touched and nibbled her ice cream, while Roger sat not touching his at all.

	 

	They left a day earlier than usual that year.  I saw Roger as he paid the bill, in the hotel lobby.  He shook my hand to say goodbye and I could not help but say, "You’ve forgotten."

	 

	He took a half step back, then turned around, patting his coat pockets.

	 

	"Luggage, bills paid, wallet, no, I seem to have everything," he said.

	 

	"A long time ago," I said, "you made a promise."

	 

	He was silent.  

	 

	"Roger," I said, "I'm twenty now.  And so are you."

	 

	He seized my hand again, swiftly, as if he were falling over the side of a ship and it was me going away, leaving him to drown forever beyond help.  

	 

	"One more year, Anna! Two, three, at the most" 

	 

	"Oh, no," I said, forlornly.  

	 

	"Four years at the outside!  The doctors say-----"

	 

	"The doctors don't know what I know, Roger.  She’ll live forever.  She’ll bury you and me and drink wine at our funeral."

	 

	"She's a sick woman, Anna! My God, she can't survive!"

	 

	"She will, because we give her strength.  She knows we want her dead. That really gives her the power to go on."

	 

	"I can't talk this way, I can’t!" Seizing his luggage, he started down the hall.  

	 

	"I won't wait, Roger," I said.

	 

	He turned at the door and looked at me so helplessly, so palely, like a moth pinned to the wall, that I could not say it again.

	 

	The door slammed shut.

	 

	The summer was over.  

	 

	The next year Roger came directly to the soda fountain, where he said, "Is it true?  Who is

	he?"

	 

	"Paul," I said.  "You know Paul.  He’ll manage the hotel someday. We’ll marry this fall."

	 

	"That doesn't give me much time," said Roger.

	 

	"It's too late," I said. "I've already promised."

	 

	"Promised, hell! You don't love him!"

	 

	"I think I do."

	 

	"Think, hell! Thinking's one thing, knowing's another.  You know you love me!"  

	 

	"Do I, Roger?"

	 

	"Stop relishing the damn business so much!  You know you do!"  Oh, Anna, you'll be miserable!"  

	 

	"I’m miserable now," I said.  

	 

	"Oh, Anna, Anna, wait!" 

	 

	"I have waited, most of my life.  But I know what will happen."

	 

	"Anna!" He blurted it out as if it had come to him suddenly.  "What if-what if she died this summer?"

	 

	"She won't."

	 

	"But if she did, if she took a turn for the worse, I mean, in the next two months--" He searched my face.  He shortened it.  "The next month, Anna, two weeks, listen, if she died in two short weeks, would you wait that long, would you marry me then?" 

	 

	I began to cry.  "Oh, Roger, we've never even kissed.  This is ridiculous."

	 

	"Answer me, if she died one week, seven days from now..."  He grabbed my arms.  

	 

	"But how can you be sure?"

	 

	"I'll make myself sure! I swear she’ll be dead a week from now, or I'll never bother you again with this!"  

	 

	And he flung the screen doors wide, hurrying off into the day that was suddenly too bright. 

	 

	"Roger, don't---", I cried.

	 

	But my mind thought, Roger, do, do something, anything, to start it all or end it all.

	 

	That night in bed I thought, what ways are there for murder that no one could know?  Is Roger, a hundred yards away this moment, thinking the same?  Will he search the woods tomorrow for toadstools resembling mushrooms, or drive the car too fast and fling her door wide on a curve?  

	 

	I saw the wax dummy witch fly through the air in a lovely soaring arc, to break like ridiculous peanut brittle on an oak, an elm, a maple.  I sat up in bed.  I laughed until I wept.  I wept until I laughed again.  No, no, I thought, he'll find a better way.  A night burglar will shock her heart into her throat.  Once in her throat, he will not let it go down again, she'll choke on her own panic.

	 

	And then the oldest, the darkest, most childish thought of all. There's only one way to finish a woman whose mouth is the color of blood.  Being what she is, no relative, not an aunt or a great grandmother, surprise her with a stake driven through her heart!  

	 

	I heard her scream.  It was so loud, all the night birds jumped from the trees to cover the stars.

	 

	I lay back down. Dear Christian Anna Marie, I thought, what's this? Do you want to kill?  Yes, for why not kill a killer, a woman who strangled her child in his crib and has not loosened the throttling cord since?  He is so pale, poor man, because he has not breathed free air, all of his life.

	 

	And then, unbidden, the lines of an old poem stood up in my head. Where I had read them or who had put them down, or if I had written them myself, within my head over the years, I could not say. But the lines were there and I read them in the dark: 

	 

	Some live like Lazarus 

	In a tomb of life 

	And come forth curious late to twilight hospitals 

	And mortuary rooms.

	 

	The lines vanished.  For a while I could recall no more and then, unable to fend it off, for it came of itself, a last fragment appeared in the dark: 

	 

	Better cold skies seen bitter to the North 

	Than stillborn stay, all blind and gone to ghost.

	Oh if Rio is lost, well, love the Arctic Coast!

	Oh ancient Lazarus 

	Come ye forth.

	 

	There the poem stopped and let me be.  At last I slept restless, hoping for dawn, and good and final news.

	 

	The next day I saw him pushing her along the pier and thought, Yes, that's it! She’ll vanish and be found a week from now, on the shore, like a sea monster floating, all face and no body.

	 

	The day passed.  Well, surely, I thought, tomorrow ... 

	 

	The second day of the week, the third, the fourth and then the fifth and sixth passed, and on the seventh day one of the maids came running up the path, shrieking.  "Oh, it's terrible, terrible!"

	 

	"Mrs. Harrison?" I cried.  I felt a terrible and quite unwilled smile on my face.

	 

	"No, no, her son! He's hung himseff!" 

	 

	"Hung himself?" I said ridiculously, and found myself, stunned, explaining to her.  "Oh, no, it wasn't him was going to die, it was-" I babbled.  

	 

	I stopped, for the maid was clutching, pulling my arm.  "We cut him down, oh, God, he's still alive, quick!"

	 

	Still alive?  He still breathed, yes, and walked around through the other years, yes, but alive?  No.

	 

	It was she who gained strength and lived through his attempt to escape her.  She never forgave his trying to run.

	 

	"What do you mean by that, what do you mean?" I remember her screaming at him as he lay feeling his throat, in the cottage, his eyes shut, wilted, and I hurried in the door.  "What do you mean doing that, what, what?" 

	 

	And looking at him there I knew he had tried to run away from both of us, we were both impossible to him.  I did not forgive him that either, for a while. But I did feel my old hatred of him become something else, a kind of dull pain, as I turned and went back for a doctor.  "What do you mean, you silly boy?"  she cried. 

	 

	I married Paul that autumn.

	 

	After that, the years poured through the glass swiftly.  Once each year, Roger led himself into the pavilion to sit eating mint ice with his limp empty-gloved hands, but he never called me by my name again, nor did he mention the old promise.

	 

	Here and there in the hundreds of months that passed I thought, for his own sake now, for no one else, sometime, somehow he must simply up and destroy the dragon with the hideous bellows face and the rust-scaled hands.  For Roger and only for Roger, Roger must do it.

	 

	Surely this year, I thought, when he was fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two.

	 

	Between seasons I caught myself examining occasional Chicago papers, hoping to find a picture of her lying alit like a monstrous yellow chicken.  But no, but no, but no....

	 

	I'd almost forgotten them when they returned this morning.  He's very old now, more like a doddering husband than a son.  Baked gray clay he is, with milky blue eyes, a toothless mouth, and manicured fingernails which seem stronger because the flesh has baked away.

	 

	At noon today, after a moment of standing out, a lone gray wingless hawk staring at a sky in which he had never soared or flown, he came inside and spoke to me, his voice rising.

	 

	"Why didn't you tell me?"

	 

	"Tell you what?" I said, scooping out his ice cream before he asked for it.  

	 

	"One of the maids just mentioned, your husband died five years ago!  You should have told me!"

	 

	"Well, now you know," I said.

	 

	He sat down slowly.  

	 

	"Lord," he said, tasting the ice cream and savoring it, eyes shut, "this is bitter--" 

	 

	Then, a long time later, he said, "Anna, I never asked.  Were there ever any children?"

	 

	"No," I said.  "And I don't know why.  I guess I'll never know why."

	 

	I left him sitting there and went to wash the dishes.

	 

	At nine tonight I heard someone laughing by the lake. I hadn't heard Roger laugh since he was a child, so I didn’t think it was him until the doors burst wide and he entered flinging his arms about, unable to control his almost weeping hilarity.  

	 

	"Roger!"  I asked.  "What's wrong?" 

	 

	"Nothing!  Oh, nothing!"  he cried.  "Everything's lovely!  A root beer, Anna! Take one yourself!  Drink with me!" 

	 

	We drank together, he laughed, winked, then got immensely calm.  Still smiling, though, he looked suddenly, beautifully young.  

	 

	"Anna," he whispered intensely, leaning forward, "guess what?  I'm flying to China tomorrow!  Then India!  Then London, Madrid, Paris, Berlin, Rome, Mexico City!"

	 

	"You are, Roger?"

	 

	"I am," he said.  "I, I, I, not we, we, we, but I Roger Bidwell Harrison, I, I!" 

	 

	I stared at him and he gazed quietly back at me, and I must have gasped.  For then I knew what he had finally done tonight this hour, within the last few minutes.  

	 

	"Oh, no," my lips must have murmured.

	 

	Oh, but yes, yes, his eyes upon me replied, incredible miracle of miracles, after all these waiting years.  Tonight at last. Tonight.

	 

	I let him talk.  After Rome it was Vienna and Stockholm, he'd saved thousands of schedules, flight charts and hotel bulletins for forty years; he knew the moons and tides, the goings and comings of everything on the sea and in the sky.  "But best of all," he said at last, "Anna, Anna, will you come along with me?  I've lots of money put away, don't let me run on! Anna, tell me, will you?"

	 

	I came around the counter slowly and saw myself in the mirror, a woman in her seventieth year going to a party half a century late.

	 

	I sat down beside him and shook my head.  

	 

	"Oh..  But, Anna, why not, there's no reason why!"

	 

	"There is a reason," I said.  "You."

	 

	"Me, but I don't count!"

	 

	"That's just it, Roger, you do."

	 

	"Anna, we could have a wonderful time-" 

	 

	"Undoubtedly. But, Roger, you've been married for seventy years. Now, for the first time, you're not married. You don't want to turn around and get married again right off, do you?" 

	 

	"Don't I?" he asked, blinking.

	 

	"You don't, you really don't. You deserve a little while, at least, off by yourself, to see the world, to know who Roger Harrison is.  A little while away from women. Then, when you've gone around the world and come back, is time to think of other things."

	 

	"If you say so---" 

	 

	"No.  It mustn't be anything I say or know or tell you to do.  Right now it must be you telling yourself what to know and see and do.  Go have a grand time. If you can, be happy."

	 

	"Will you be here waiting for me when I come back?" 

	 

	"I haven't it in me any more to wait, but I'll be here."

	 

	He moved toward the door, then stopped and looked at me as if surprised by some new question that had come into his mind.  "Anna," he said, "if all this had happened forty, fifty years ago, would you have gone away with me then?  Would you really have me?"

	 

	I did not answer.  

	 

	"Anna?"  he asked.  After a long while I said, "There are some questions that should never be asked."

	 

	Because, I went on, thinking, there can be no answers. Looking down the years toward the lake, I could not remember, so I could not say, whether we could have ever been happy.  Perhaps even as a child, sensing the impossible in Roger, I had clenched the impossible, and therefore the rare, to my heart, simply because it was impossible and rare.  He was a sprig of farewell summer pressed in an old book, to be taken out, turned over, admired, once a year, but more than that?  Who could say?  Surely not I, so long, so late in the day.  Life is questions, not answers.

	 

	Roger had come very close to read my face, my mind, while I thought all this.  What he saw there made him look away, close his eyes, then take my hand and press it to his cheek.  "I'll be back.  I swear I will!"

	 

	Outside the door he stood bewildered for a moment in the moonlight, looking at the world and all its directions, east, west, north, south, like a child out of school for his first summer not knowing which way to go first, just breathing, just listening, just seeing.  

	 

	"Don't hurry!"  I said fervently.  "Oh, God, whatever you do, please, enjoy yourself, don't hurry!"  

	 

	I saw him run off toward the limousine near the cottage where I was supposed to rap in the morning and where I would get no answer.  But I knew that I would not go to the cottage and that I'd keep the maids from going there because the old lady had given orders not to be bothered. That would give Roger the chance, the start he needed.  In a week or two or three, I might call the police.  Then if they met Roger coming back on the boat from all those wild places, it wouldn't matter.

	 

	Police?  Perhaps not even them.  Perhaps she died of a heart attack and poor Roger only thinks he killed her and now proudly sails off into the world, his pride not allowing him to know that only her own self-made death released him.

	 

	But then again, if at last all the murder he had put away for seventy years had forced him tonight to lay hands on and kill the hideous turkey, I could not find it in my heart to weep for her but only for the great time it had taken to act out the sentence.

	 

	The road is silent.  An hour has passed since the limousine roared away down the road.

	 

	Now I have just put out the lights and stand alone in the pavilion looking out at the shining lake where in another century, under another sun, a small boy with an old face was first touched to play tag with me and now, very late, had tagged me back, had kissed my hand and run away, and this time myself, stunned, not following.

	 

	Many things I do not know, tonight.  But one thing I'm sure of.  I do not hate Roger Harrison any more.

	 



	 

	THE ILLUSTRATED WOMAN (1961)

	 

	When a new patient wanders into the office and stretches out to stutter forth a compendious ticker tape of free association, it is up to the psychiatrist immediately beyond, behind-and above to decide at just which points of the anatomy the client is in touch with the couch.

	 

	In other words, where does the patient make contact with reality?

	 

	Some people seem to float half an inch above any surface whatsoever. They have not seen earth in so long, they have become somewhat airsick.

	 

	Still others so firmly weight themselves down, clutch, thrust, heave their bodies toward reality, that long after they are gone you find their tiger shapes and claw marks in the upholstery.

	 

	In the case of Emma Fleet, Dr. George C. George was a long time deciding which was furniture and which was woman and where what touched which. For, to begin with, Emma Fleet resembled a couch.  

	 

	"Mrs. Emma Fleet, Doctor," announced his receptionist.  

	 

	Dr.  George C. George gasped.

	 

	For it was a traumatic experience, seeing this woman shunt herself through the door without benefit of railroad switchman or the ground crews who rush about under Macy's Easter balloons, heaving on lines, guiding the massive images to some eternal hangar off beyond.

	 

	In came Emma Fleet, as quick as her name, the floor shifting like a huge scales under her weight.

	 

	Dr. George must have gasped again, guessing her at four hundred on the hoof, for Emma Fleet smiled as if reading his mind.  "Four hundred two and a half pounds, to be exact," she said.

	 

	He found himself staring at his furniture.

	 

	"Oh, it'll hold all right," said Mrs. Fleet intuitively.  She sat down.  The couch yelped like a cur.  Dr.  George cleared his throat.

	 

	"Before you make yourself comfortable," he said.  "I feel I should say immediately and honestly that we in the psychiatrical field have had little success in inhibiting appetites.  The whole problem of weight and food has so far eluded our ability for coping.  A strange admission, perhaps, but unless we put our frailties forth, we might be in danger of fooling ourselves and thus taking money under false pretenses.  So, if you are here seeking help for your figure, I must list myself among the nonplussed."  

	 

	"Thank you for your honesty, Doctor," said Emma Fleet.  "However, I don't wish to lose.  I'd prefer your helping me gain another one hundred or two hundred pounds."

	 

	"Oh, no!"  Dr. George exclaimed.  

	 

	"Oh, yes.  But my heart will not allow what my deep dear soul would most gladly endure.  My physical heart might fail at what my loving heart and mind would ask of it."

	 

	She sighed.  The couch sighed.  "Well, let me brief you.  I'm married to Willy Fleet.  We work for the Dillbeck-Horsemann Traveling Shows. I'm known as Lady Bountiful.  And Willy..."

	 

	She swooned up out of the couch and glided or rather escorted her shadow across the floor.  She opened the door.

	 

	Beyond, in the waiting room, a cane in one hand, a straw hat in the other, seated rigidly, staring at the wall, was a tiny man with tiny feet and tiny hands and tiny bright-blue eyes in a tiny head.  He was, at the most, one would guess, three feet high, and probably weighed sixty pounds in the rain.  But there was a proud, gloomy, almost violent look of genius blazing in that small but craggy face.

	 

	"That's Willy Fleet," said Emma lovingly, and shut the door.

	 

	The couch, sat on, cried again.  Emma beamed at the psychiatrist, who was still staring, in shock, at the door.  

	 

	"No children, of course," he heard himself say.  

	 

	"No children."  Her smile lingered. "But that's not my problem, either.  Willy, in a way, is my child.  And I, in a way, besides being his wife, am his mother.  It all has to do with size, I imagine, and we're happy with the way we've balanced things off."

	 

	"Well, if your problem isn't children, or your size or his, or controlling weight, then what ... ?"

	 

	Emma Fleet laughed lightly, tolerantly.  It was a nice laugh, like a girl's somehow caught in that great body and throat.  "Patience, Doctor.  Mustn't we go back down the road to where Willy and I first met?"

	 

	The doctor shrugged, laughed quietly himself and relaxed, nodding. "You must."  

	 

	"During high school," said Emma Fleet.  "I weighed one-eighty and tipped the scales at two-fifty when I was twenty-one. Needless to say, I went on few summer excursions.  Most of the time I was left in drydock.  I had many girl friends, however, who liked to be seen with me.  They weighed one-fifty, most of them, and I made them feel svelte.  But that's a long time ago.  I don't worry over it any more.  Willy changed all that."

	 

	"Willy sounds like a remarkable man," Dr. George found himself saying, against all the rules.

	 

	"Oh, he is, he is! He smoulders-with ability, with talent as yet undiscovered, untapped!"  she said, quickening warmly.  "God bless him, he leaped into my life like summer lightning!  Eight years ago I went with my girl friends to the visiting Labor Day carnival.  By the end of the evening, the girls had all been seized away from me by the running boys who, rushing by, grabbed and took them off into the night.  There I was alone with three Kewpie Dolls, a fake alligator handbag and nothing to do but make the Guess Your Weight man nervous by looking at him every time I went by and pretending like at any moment I might pay my money and dare him to guess." 

	 

	"But the Guess Your Weight man wasn't nervous!  After I had passed three times I saw him staring at me.  With awe, yes, with admiration!  And who was this Guess Your Weight man? Willy Fleet, of course.  The fourth time I passed he called to me and said I could get a prize free if only I'd let him guess my weight.  He was all feverish and excited.  He danced around.  I'd never been made over so much in my life.  I blushed.  I felt good.  So I sat in the scales chair.  I heard the pointer whizz up around and I heard Willy whistle with honest delight.

	 

	"Two hundred and eighty-nine pounds!"  he cried.  "Oh boy oh boy, you're lovely!"

	 

	"I'm what?" I said.  

	 

	"You're the loveliest woman in the whole world," said Willy, looking me right in the eye.  

	 

	I blushed again.  I laughed. We both laughed.  Then I must have cried, for the next thing, sitting there, I felt him touch my elbow with concern.  He was gazing into my face, faintly alarmed.  "I haven't said the wrong thing?"  he asked.

	 

	"No," I sobbed, and then grew quiet.  "The right thing, only the right thing.  It's the first time anyone ever ... "

	 

	"What?" he said.  

	 

	"Ever put up with my fat," I said.  

	 

	"You're not fat," he said.  "You're large, you're big, you're wonderful. Michelangelo would have loved you.  Titian would have loved you.  Da Vinci would have loved you.  They knew what they were doing in those days.  Size.  Size is everything.  I should know.  Look at me.  I traveled with Singer's Midgets for six seasons, known as Jack Thimble. And oh my God, dear lady, you're right out of the most glorious part of the Renaissance.  Bernini, who built those colonnades around the front of St. Peter's and inside at the altar, would have lost his everlasting soul just to know someone like you."

	 

	"Don't!" I cried. "I wasn't meant to feel this happy.  It'll hurt so much when you stop."

	 

	"I won't stop, then," he said.  "Miss . . ." 

	 

	"Emma Gertz."

	 

	"Emma," he said, "are you married?"

	 

	"Are you kidding?"  I said.

	 

	"Emma, do you like to travel?" 

	 

	"I've never traveled!"  

	"Emma," he said, "this old carnival's going to be in your town one more week. Come down every night, every day, why not?  Talk to me, know me.  At the end of the week, who can tell, maybe you'll travel with me."

	 

	"What are you suggesting?"  I said, not really angry or irritated or anything, but fascinated and intrigued that anyone would offer anything to Moby Dick’s daughter.  

	 

	"I mean marriage!" Willy Fleet looked at me, breathing hard, and I had the feeling that he was dressed in a mountaineer's rig, alpine hat, climbing boots, spikes, and a rope slung over his baby shoulder.  And if I should ask him, "Why are you saying this?" he might well answer, "Because you're there."

	 

	"But I didn't ask, so he didn't answer.  We stood there in the night, at the center of the carnival, until at last I started off down the midway, swaying.  

	 

	"I'm drunk!"  I cried.  "Oh, so very drunk, and I've had nothing to drink."  

	 

	"Now that I've found you," called Willy Fleet after me, "you'll never escape me, remember!"  

	 

	Stunned and reeling, blinded by his large man's words sung out in his soprano voice, I somehow blundered from the carnival grounds and trekked home. The next week we were married."

	 

	Emma Fleet paused and looked at her hands.  

	 

	"Would it bother you if I told about the honeymoon?" she asked shyly.  

	 

	"No," said the doctor, then lowered his voice, for he was responding all too quickly to the details.  "Please do go on."

	 

	"The honeymoon."  Emma sounded her vox humana.  The response from all the chambers of her body vibrated the touch, the room, the doctor, the dear bones within the doctor.

	 

	"The honeymoon ... was not usual."

	 

	The doctor's eyebrows lifted the faintest touch.  He looked from the woman to the door beyond which, in miniature, sat the image of Edmund Hillary, he of Everest.  

	 

	"You have never seen such a rush as Willy spirited me off to his home, a lovely dollhouse, really, with one large normal-sized room that was to be mine, or, rather, ours.  There, very politely, always the kind, the thoughtful, the quiet gentleman, he asked for my blouse, which I gave him, my skirt, which I gave him. Right down the list, I handed him the garments that he named, until at last. . . Can one blush from head to foot?  One can.  One did. I stood like a veritabb hearthfire stoked by a blush of all-encompassing and evet moving color that surged and resurged up and down my hod in tints of pink and rose and then pink again.  

	 

	"My god!" cried Willy, "you’re the loveliest grand camellia that ever did unfurl!" 

	 

	Whereupon new tides of blush moved in hidden avalanches within, showing only to color the tent of my body, the outermost and, to Willy anyway, most precious skin.

	 

	"What did Willy do then?  Guess."

	 

	"I daren't," said the doctor, flustered himself.

	 

	"He walked around and around me."

	 

	"Circled you?"

	 

	"Around and around, like a sculptor gazing at a huge block of snow-white granite. He said to himself - granite or marble from which he might shape images of beauty as yet unguessed.  Around and around he walked, sighing and shaking his head happily at his fortune, his little hands clasped, his little eyes bright.  Where to begin, he seemed to be thinking, where, where to begin?"  

	 

	"He spoke at last.  "Emma," he asked, "why, why do you think I've worked for years as the Guess Your Weight man at the carnival?  Why?  Because I have been searching my lifetime through for such as you.  Night after night, summer after summer, I've watched those scales jump and twitter!  And now at last I've the means, the way, the wall, the canvas, whereby to express my genius!" He stopped walking and looked at me, his eyes brimming over. 

	 

	"Emma," he said softly, "may I have permission to do anything absolutely whatsoever at all with you?" 

	 

	"Oh, Willy, Willy," I cried.  'Anything!" 

	 

	Emma Fleet paused.  The doctor found himself out at the edge of his chair.  "Yes,

	yes, and then?"

	 

	"And then," said Emma Fleet, "he brought out all his boxes and bottles of inks and stencils and his bright silver tattoo needles."

	 

	"Tattoo needles?", The doctor fell back in his chair.  "He ... tattooed you?"

	 

	"He tattooed me."

	 

	"He was a tattoo artist. He was, he is, an artist.  It only happens that the form his art takes happens to be the tattoo."

	 

	"And you," said the doctor slowly, "were the canvas for which he had been searching much of his adult life?"

	 

	"I was the canvas for which he had searched all of his life."

	 

	She let it sink, and did sink, and kept on sinking, into the doctor. Then when she saw it had struck bottom and stirred up vast quantities of mud, she went serenely on.  

	 

	"So our grand life began!  I loved Willy and Willy loved me and we both loved this thing that was larger than ourselves that we were doing together.  Nothing less than creating the greatest picture the world has ever seen. "Nothing less than perfection!"  cried Willy.  "Nothing less than perfection!" cried myself in response."

	 

	"Oh, it was a happy time.  Ten thousand cozy busy hours we spent together.  You can’t imagine how proud it made me to be the vast share along which the genius of Willy Fleet ebbed and flowed in a tide of colors."  

	 

	"One year alone we spent on my right arm and my left, half a year on my right leg, eight months on my left, in preparation for the grand explosion of bright detail which erupted out along my collarbone and shoulder blades, which fountained upward from my hips to meet in a glorious July celebration of pinwheels, Titian nudes, Giorgione landscapes and El Greco cross-indexes of lightning on my facade, prickling with vast electric fires up and down my spine."  

	 

	"Dear me, there never has been, there never will be, a love like ours again, a love where two people so sincerely dedicated themselves to one task, of giving beauty to the world in equal portions.  We flew to each other day after day, and I ate more, grew larger, with the years, Willy approved, Willy applauded. Just that much more room, more space for his configurations to flower in."  

	 

	"We could not bear to be apart, for we both felt, were certain, that once the Masterpiece was finished we could leave circus, carnival, or Vaudeville forever.  It was grandiose, yes, but we knew that once finished, I could be toured through the Art Institute in Chicago, the Kress Collection in Washington, the Tate Gallery in London, the Louvre, the Uffizi, the Vatican Museum!  For the rest of our lives we would travel with the sun!"  

	 

	"So it went, year on year.  We didn't need the world or the people of the world, we had each other.  We worked at our ordinary jobs by day, and then, tin after midnight, there was Willy at my ankle, there was Willy at my elbow, there was Willy exploring up the incredible slope of my back toward the snowy-talcumed crest.  Willy wouldn't let me see, most of the time.  He didn't like me looking over his shoulder, he didn't like me looking over my shoulder, for that matter. Months passed before, curious beyond madness, I would be allowed to see his progress slow inch by inch as the brilliant inks inundated me and I drowned in the rainbow of his inspirations."  

	 

	"Eight years, eight glorious wondrous years.  And then at last it was done, it was finished.  And Willy threw himself down and slept for forty-eight hours straight.  And I slept near him, the mammoth bedded with the black lamb.  That was just four weeks ago. Four short weeks back, our happiness came to an end."

	 

	"Ah, yes," said the doctor.  "You and your husband are suffering from the creative equivalent of the 'baby blues,' the depression a mother feels after her child is born.  Your work is finished.  A listless and somewhat sad period invariably follows. But, now, consider, you will reap the rewards of your long labor, surely?  You will tour the world?"

	 

	"No," cried Emma Fleet, and a tear sprang to her eye.  "At any moment, Willy will run off and never return.  He has begun to wander about the city. Yesterday I caught him brushing off the carnival scales.  Today I found him working, for the first time in eight years, back at his Guess Your Weight booth!"

	 

	"Dear me," said the psychiatrist.  "He's . . ."

	 

	"Weighing new women, yes!  Shopping for new canvas!  He hasn't said, but I know, I know!  This time he'll find a heavier woman yet, five hundred, six hundred pounds!  I guessed this would happen, a month ago, when we finished the Masterpiece.  So I ate still more, and stretched my skin still more, so that little places appeared here and there, little open patches that Willy had to repair, fill in with fresh detail.  But now I'm done, exhausted, I've stuffed to distraction, the last fill-in work is done.  There's not a millionth of an inch of space left between my ankles and my Adams apple where we can squeeze in one last demon, dervish ox baroque angel.  I am, to Willy, work over and done.  Now he wants to move on.  He will marry, I fear, four more times in his life, each time to a larger woman, a greater extension for a greater mural, and the grand finale of his talent.  Then too, in the last week, he has become critical."

	 

	"Of the Masterpiece with a capital M?" asked the doctor.  

	 

	"Like all artists, he is a superb perfectionist.  Now he finds little flaws, a face here done slightly in the wrong tint or texture, a hand there twisted slightly askew by my hurried die to gain more weight and thus give him new space and renew his attentions.  To him, above all, I was a beginning.  Now he must move on from his apprenticeship to his true master works.  On, Doctor, I am about to be abandoned.  What is there for a woman who weighs four hundred pounds and laved with illustrations?  If he leaves, what shall I do, where shall I go, who would want me now?  Will I be lost again in the world as I was lost before my wild happiness?"

	 

	"A psychiatrist," said the psychiatrist, "is not supposed to give advice. But ..." 

	 

	"But, but, but?"  she cried, eagerly.  

	 

	"A psychiatrist is supposed to let the patient discover an cure himself.  Yet, in this

	case. . ." 

	 

	"This case, yes, go on!" 

	 

	"It seems so simple.  To keep your husband's love.." 

	 

	"To keep his love, yes?" 

	 

	The doctor smiled.  "You must destroy the Masterpiece."

	 

	"What?" 

	 

	"Erase it, get rid of it.  Those tattoos will come off, won't they?  I read somewhere once that--" 

	 

	"Oh, Doctor!"  Emma Fleet leaped up.  "That's it!  It can be done!  And, best of all, Willy can do it! It will take three months alone to wash me clean, rid me of the very Masterpiece that irks him now.  Then, virgin white again, we can start another eight years, after that another eight and another.  Oh, Doctor, I know he'll do it!  Perhaps he was only waiting for me to suggest-and I was too stupid to guess!  Oh, Doctor, Doctor!"  And she crushed him in her arms.  When the doctor broke happily free, she stood off, turning in a circle.  

	 

	"How strange," she said.  "In half an hour you solve the next three thousand days and beyond of my life.  You're very wise.  I’ll pay you anything!"

	 

	"My usual modest fee is sufficient," said the doctor.  

	 

	"I can hardly wait to tell Willy!  But first," she said, "since you've been so wise, you deserve to see the Masterpiece before it is destroyed."

	 

	"That's hardly necessary, Mrs.-" 

	 

	"You must discover for yourself the rare mind, eye and artistic hand of Willy Fleet, before it is gone forever and we start anew!"  she cried, unbuttoning her voluminous coat.  

	 

	"It isn’t really"  

	 

	"Merely," she said, and flung her coat wide.

	 

	The doctor was somehow not surprised to see that she was stark naked beneath her coat.

	 

	He gasped.  His eyes grew large.  His mouth fell open.  He sat down slowly, though in reality he somehow wished to stand, as he had in the fifth grade as a boy, during the salute to the flag, following which three dozen voices broke in an awed and tremulous song: 

	 

	O beautiful for spacious skies 

	For amber waves of grain, 

	For purple mountain majesties

	Above the fruited plain 

	 

	But, still seated, overwhelmed, he gazed at the continental vastness of the woman.

	 

	Upon which nothing whatsoever was stitched, painted, water-colored or in any way tattooed.

	 

	Naked, unadorned, untouched, unlined, unillustrated.  He gasped again.

	 

	Now she had whipped her coat back about her with a winsome acrobat's smile, as if she had just performed a towering feat.  Now she was sailing toward the door.  

	 

	"Wait-" said the doctor.

	 

	But she was out the door, in the reception room, babbling, whispering, "Willy, Wiffy!" and bending to her husband, hissing in his tiny ear until his eyes flexed wide, and his mouth firm and passionate dropped open and he cried aloud and clapped his hands with elation.

	 

	"Doctor, Doctor, thank you, thank you!"  He darted forward and seized the doctor's hand and shook it hard.  The doctor was surprised at the fire and rock hardness of that grip.  It was the hand of a dedicated artist, as were the eyes burning up at him darkly from the wildly illuminated face.  "Everything's going to be fine!"  cried Willy.

	 

	The doctor hesitated, glancing from Willy to the great shadowing balloon that tugged at him wanting to fly off away.  "We won't have to come back again, ever, Good Lord, the doctor thought, does he think that he has illustrated her from stem to stem, and does she humor him about it?  Is he mad? Or does she imagine that he has tattooed her from neck to toe-bone, and does he humor her?  Is she mad?

	 

	Or, most strange of all, do they both believe that he has swarmed as across the Sistine Chapel ceiling, covering her with rare and significant beauties?  Do they both believe know, humor each other in their specially dimensioned world?  

	 

	"Will we have to come back again?" asked Willy Fleet a second time.  

	 

	"No."  The doctor breathed a prayer. "I think not."

	 

	Why?  Because, by some idiot grace, he had done the right thing, hadn't he?  By prescribing for a half-seen cause he had made a full cure, yes?

	 

	Regardless if she believed or he believed or both believed in the Masterpiece, by suggesting the pictures be erased, destroyed, the doctor had made her a clean, lovely and inviting canvas again, if she needed to be.  And if he, on the other hand, wished a new woman to scribble, scrawl and pretend to tattoo on, well, that worked, too.  For new and untouched she would be.  "Thank you, Doctor, oh thank you, thank you!"

	 

	"Don't thank me," said the doctor.  "I've done nothing."

	 

	He almost said, It was all a fluke, a joke, a surprise!  I fell downstairs and landed on my feet!  "Goodbye, goodbye!"  And the elevator slid down, the big woman and the little man sinking from sight into the now suddenly not-tab-solid earth, where the atoms opened to let them pass.  "Goodbye, thanks, thanks ... thanks ..."

	 

	Their voices faded, calling his name and praising his intellect long after they had passed the fourth floor.

	 

	The doctor looked around and moved unsteadily back into his office.  He shut the door and leaned against it.  "Doctor," he murmured, "heal thyself."

	 

	He stepped forward.  He did not feel real.  He must lie down, if but for a moment.

	 

	Where?  On the couch, of course, on the couch.



	A MIRACLE OF RARE DEVICE (1962)

	 

	On a day neither too mellow nor too tart, too hot nor too cold, the ancient tin lizzie came over the desert hill traveling at commotion speed.  The vibration of the various armored parts of the car caused road-runners to spurt up in floury bursts of dust.  Gila monsters, lazy displays of Indian jewelry, took themselves out of the way.  Like an infestation, the Ford clamored and dinned away into the deeps of the wilderness.

	 

	In the front seat, squinting back, Old Will Bantlin shouted, "Turn off!" 

	 

	Bob Greenhill spun-swung the lizzie off behind a billboard. Instantly both men turned.  Both peered over the crumpled top of their car, praying to the dust they had wheeled up on the air.  "Lay down! Lay low!  Please!" And the dust blew slowly down.  Just in time.

	 

	"Duck!"

	 

	A motorcycle, looking as if it had burned through all nine rings of hell, thundered by.  Hunched over its oily handlebars, a hurricane figure, a man with a creased and most unpleasant face, goggled and sun-deviled, leaned on the wind.  Roaring bike and man flung away down the road.

	 

	The two old men sat up in their lizzie, exhaling.  

	 

	"So long, Ned Hopper," said Bob Greenhill.  

	 

	"Why?"  said Will Bantlin.  "Why's he always tailing us?"

	 

	"Willy-William, talk sense," said Greenhill. "We're his luck, his Judas goats.  Why should he let us go, when trailing us around the land makes him rich and happy and us poor and wise?"

	 

	The two men looked at each other, half in, half out their smiles. What the world hadn't done to them, thinking about it had. They had enjoyed thirty years of nonviolence together, in their case meaning non-work.  "I feel a harve’s coming on," Will would say, and they'd clear out of town before the wheat ripened.  Or, "Those apples are ready to fall!" So they'd stand back about three hundred miles so as not to get hit on the head.

	 

	Now Bob Greenhill slowly let the car, in a magnificent controlled detonation, drift back out on the road.  

	 

	"Willy, friend, don't be discouraged."

	 

	"I've been through 'discouraged,' " said Will.  "I'm knee deep in 'accepting." 

	 

	"Accepting what?" 

	 

	"Finding a treasure chest of canned fish one day and no can opener.  Finding a thousand can openers next day and no fish."

	 

	Bob Greenhill listened to the motor talking to itself like an old man under the hood, sounding like sleepless nights and rusty bones and well-worn dreams.  "Our bad luck can't last forever, Willy."

	 

	"No, but it sure tries.  You and me sell ties and who's across the street ten cents cheaper?"

	 

	"Ned Hopper."

	 

	"We strike gold in Tonopah and who registers the claim first?" 

	 

	"Old Ned."

	 

	"Haven't we done him a lifetime of favors?  Aren't we overdue for something just ours, that never winds up his?"

	 

	"Prune's ripe, Willy," said Robert, driving calmly.  "Trouble is, you, me, Ned never really decided what we wanted.  We've run through all the ghost towns, see something, grab.  Ned sees and grabs, too.  He don't want it, he just wants it because we want it.  He keeps it 'till we're out of sight, then tears it up and hang-dogs after us for more litter. The day we really know what we want is the day Ned gets scared of us and runs off forever. Ah, hell."  Bob Greenhill breathed the clear fresh-water air running in morning stream over the windshield.  "It's good anyway.  That sky.  Those hills. The desert and ...

	 

	His voice faded.  Will Bantlin glanced over.  "What's wrong?"

	 

	"For some reason ..."  Bob Greenhill's eyes rolled, his tanned hands turned the wheel slow, "we got to ... pull off ... the road."

	 

	The lizzie bumped on the dirt shoulder.  They drove down in a dusty wash and up out and suddenly along a dry pen of land overlooking the desert.  Bob Greenhill, looking hypnotized, put out his hand to turn the ignition key.  The old man under the hood stopped complaining about the insomnia, and slept.

	 

	"Now, why did you do that?"  asked Will Bantlin.

	 

	Bob Greenhill gazed at the wheel in his suddenly intuitive hands.

	 

	"Seemed as if I had to.  Why?"  He blinked up.  He let his bones settle and his eyes grow lazy.  "Maybe only to look at the land out there. Good.  All of it been here a billion of years.  

	 

	"Except for that city," said Will Bantlin. 

	 

	"City?"  said Bob.  He turned to look and the desert was there and the distant hills the color of lions, and far out beyond, suspended in a sea of warm morning sand and light, was a kind of floating image, a hasty sketch of a city.  "That can't be Phoenix," said Bob Greenhill "Phoenix is ninety miles off.  No other big place around."

	 

	Will Bantlin rumpled the map on his knees, searching. "No.  No other town."

	 

	"It's coming clearer!"  cried Bob Greenhill, suddenly.

	 

	They both stood absolutely straight up in the car and stared over the dusty windshield, the wind whining softly over their craggy faces.

	 

	"Why, you know what that is, Bob?  A mirage!  Sure, that's t it!  Light rays just right, atmosphere, sky, temperature.  City's the other side of the horizon somewhere.  Look how it jumps, fades in and out.  It's reflected against that sky up there like a mirror and comes down here where we can see it!  A mirage, by Gosh!" 

	 

	"That big,-" Bob Greenhill measured the city as it grew taller, clearer in a shift of

	wind, a soft far whirlabout of sand.  "The granddaddy of them all! That's not Phoenix.  Not Santa Fe or Alamogordo, no.  Let's see.  It's not Kansas City." 

	 

	"That's too far off, anyway."

	 

	"Yeah, but look at those buildings.  Big!  Tallest in the country. Only one place like that in the world."

	 

	"You don't mean-New York?"

	 

	Will Bantlin nodded slowly and they both stood in the silence looking out at the mirage.  And the city was tall and shining now and almost perfect in the early-morning light.

	 

	"Oh, my," said Bob, after a long while.  "That's fine."

	 

	"It is," said Will. 

	 

	"But," said Will, a moment later, whispering, as if afraid the city might hear, "what's it doing three thousand miles from home, here in the middle of Nowhere, Arizona?"

	 

	Bob Greenhill gazed and spoke.  "Willy, friend, never question nature. It just sits there and minds its knitting.  Radio waves, rainbows, northern lights, all that, heck, let's just say a great big picture got took of New York City and is being developed here, three thousand miles away on a mom when we need cheering, just for us."

	 

	"Not just us."  Will peered over the side of the car.  "Look!"  There in the floury dust lay innumerable crosshatchings, diagonals, fascinating symbols printed out in a quiet tapestry.  "Tire marks," said Bob Greenhill.  "Hundreds of them. Thousands.  Lots of cars pulled off here."

	 

	"For what, Bob?"  Will Bantlin leaped from the car, landed on the earth, tromped it, turned on it, knelt to touch it with a swift and suddenly trembling hand.  "For what, for what?  To see the mirage?"

	 

	"Yes, sir!  To see the mirage!"

	 

	"Boy, howdy!"  Will stood up, thrummed his voice like a motor. "Brrrummm!"  He turned an imaginary wheel.  He ran along a tire track."Brrrumm! Eeeee! Brakes on! Robert, Bob, you know what we got here? Look east!  Look west.  This is the only point in miles you can pull off the highway and sit and stare your eyes out!"

	 

	"Sure, it's nice people have an eye for beauty-" 

	 

	"Beauty, my socks! Who owns this land?"

	 

	"The state, I reckon."

	 

	"You reckon wrong!  You and me!  We set up camp, register a claim, improve the property, and the law reads it’s ours.  Right?" 

	 

	"Hold on!" Bob Greenhill was staring out at the desert and the strange city there. "You mean you want to homestead a mirage?"

	 

	"Right, by zingo! Homestead a mirage!"

	 

	Robert Greenhill stood down and wandered around the car looking at the tire-treaded earth.  "Can we do that?"  "Do it?  Excuse my dust!"  In an instant Will Bantlin was pounding tent pegs into the soil, stringing twine.  "From here to here, and here to here, it's a gold mine, we pan it, it's a cow we milk, it's a lakeful of money, we swim in it!" 

	 

	Rummaging in the car, he heaved out cases and brought forth a large cardboard which had once advertised cheap cravats.  This, reversed, he painted over with a brush and began lettering.  

	 

	"Willy," said his friend, "nobody's going to pay to see any darned old-"

	 

	"Mirage?  Put up a fence, tell folks they can't see a thing, and that's just their itch.  There!"  He held up the sign.

	 

	SECRET VIEW MIRAGE-THE MYSTERIOUS CITY

	25 cents per car.  

	Motorbikes a dime.

	 

	"Here comes a car.  Watch!"

	 

	"William!" 

	 

	But Will, running, lifted the sign.

	 

	"Hey!  Look! Hey!"  The car roared past, a buff ignoring the matador.

	 

	Bob shut his eyes so as not to see Will's smile wiped away.

	 

	But then-a marvelous sound.  The squeal of brakes.  The car was backing up. Will was leaping forward, waving, pointing.  "Yes, sir!  Yes, ma'am! Secret View Mirage!  The Mysterious City!  Drive right here!" 

	 

	The treadmarks in the simple dust became numerous, and then, quite suddenly, innumerable. 

	 

	A great ball of heat-wafted dust hung over the dry peninsula where in a vast sound of arrivals, with braked tires, slammed doors, stilled engines, the cars of many kinds from many places came and took their places in a line.  And the people in the cars were as different as people can be who come from four directions but are drawn in a single moment by a single thing, all talking at first, but growing still at last at what they saw out in the desert. The wind blew softly about their faces, fluttering the hair of the women, the open shirt collars of the men.  They sat in their cars for a long time or they stood out on the rim of the earth, saying nothing, and at last one by one turned to go.

	 

	As the first car drove back out past Bob and Will, the woman in it nodded happily. "Thanks! Why, it is just like Rome!"  "Did she say Rome or home?"  asked Will.

	 

	Another car wheeled toward the exit.  "Yes, sir!"  The driver reached out to shake Bob's hand.  "Just looking made me feel I could speak French!"

	 

	"French!"  cried Bob.  Both stepped forward swiftly as the third car made to leave.  An old man sat at the wheel, shaking his head.  "Never seen the like.  I mean to say, fog and all, Westminster Bridge, better than a postcard, and Big Ben off there in the distance. How do you do it?  God bless.  Much obliged."

	 

	Both men, disquieted, let the old man drive away, then slowly wheeled to look out along their small thrust of land toward the growing simmer of noon.  "Big Ben?"  said Will Bantlin.  "Westminster Bridge? Fog?" 

	 

	Faintly, faintly, they thought they heard, they could not be sure, they cupped their ears, wasn't that a vast clock striking three times off there beyond land's rim?  Weren't foghorns calling after boats and boat horns calling down on some lost river?  

	 

	"Almost speak French?"  whispered Robert.  "Big Ben?  Home?  Rome?  Is that Rome out

	there, Will?"

	 

	The wind shifted.  A broiling surge of warm air tumbled up, plucking changes on an invisible harp.  The fog almost solidified into gray stone monuments.  The sun almost built a golden statue on top of a breasted mount of fresh-cut snow marble.  

	 

	"How----" said William Bantlin, "how could it change?  How could it be four, five cities?  Did we tell anyone what city they'd see?  No.  Well, then, Bob, well!" 

	 

	Now they fixed their gaze on their last customer, who stood alone at the rim of the dry peninsula.  Gesturing his friend to silence, Robert moved silently to stand to one side and behind their paying visitor.

	 

	He was a man in his late forties with a vital, sunburned face, good, warm, clear-water eyes, fine cheekbones, a receptive mouth.  He looked as if he had traveled a long way around in his life, over many deserts, in search of a particular oasis.  He resembled those architects found wandering the rubbled streets below their buildings as the iron, steel and glass go soaring up to block out, fill in an empty piece of the sky.  His face was that of such builders who suddenly see reared up before them on the instant, from horizon to horizon, the perfect implementation of an old, old dream.  Now, only half aware of William and Robert beside him, the stranger spoke at last in a quiet, an easy, a wondrous voice, saying what he saw, telling what he felt: 

	 

	"In Xanadu ... " 

	 

	"What?"  asked William.

	 

	The stranger half smiled, kept his eyes on the mirage and quietly, from memory, recited.

	 

	"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 

	A stately pleasure-dome decree 

	Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 

	Through caverns measureless to man, 

	Down to a sunless sea."

	 

	His voice spelled the weather and the weather blew about the other two men and made them more still.

	 

	"So twice five miles of fertile ground 

	With walls and towers were girdled round

	And here were gardens bright with sinuous rills, 

	Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree.  

	And here were forests ancient as the hills, 

	Enfolding sunny spots of greenery."

	 

	William and Robert looked off at the mirage, and what the stranger said was there, in the golden dust, some fabled Middle East or Far East clustering of minarets, domes, frail towers risen up in a magnificent sift of pollen from the Gobi, a spread of river stone baked bright by the fertile Euphrates, Palmyra not yet ruins, only just begun, newly minted, then abandoned by the departing years, now shimmered by heat, now threatening to blow away forever.

	 

	The stranger, his face transformed, beautified by his vision, finished it out: 

	 

	"It was a miracle of rare device, 

	A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice"

	 

	And the stranger grew silent.

	 

	Which made the silence in Bob and Will all the deeper.  

	 

	The stranger fumbled with his wallet, his eyes wet.

	 

	"Thank you, thank you."

	 

	"You already paid us," said William.

	 

	"If I had more, you'd get it all."  He gripped William's hand, left a five-dollar bill in it, jumped into his car, looked for a last time out at the mirage, then sat down, started the car, idled it with wonderful case at face glowing, eyes peaceful, drove away.

	 

	Robert walked a few steps after the car, stunned.  Then William suddenly exploded, flung his arms up, whooped, kicked his feet, wheeled around.  

	 

	"Hallelujah! Fat of the land!  Full dinner plate! New squeaky shoes!  Look at my fistfuls!" 

	 

	But Robert said, "I don't think we should take it."  

	 

	William stopped dancing.  "What?"  

	 

	Robert looked steadily at the desert.  "We can't ever really own it.  It's way out there.  Sure, we can homestead the land, but ... We don’t even know what that thing is."

	 

	"Why, it's New York and-" "Ever been to New York?" "Always wanted. Never did."

	 

	"Always wanted, never did."  Robert nodded slowly.  "Same as them.  You heard: Paris.  Rome.  London.  And this last mate Xanadu.  Willy, Willy, we got hold of something strange an big here.  I'm scared we don't do right by it."

	 

	"Well, we're not keeping anyone out, are we?", "Who knows?  Might be a quarter's too much for some.  It don't seem right, a natural thing handled by unnatural rules. Look and tell me I'm wrong."

	 

	William looked.  And the city was there like the first city he had seen as a boy when his mother took him on a train across a long meadow of heath early one morning and the city rose up head by head, tower by tower to look at him, to watch him co near.  It was that fresh, that new, that old, that frightening, that wonderful.  

	 

	"I think," said Robert, "we should take just enough to buy gas for a week, put the rest of the money in the first poor-box we come to.  That mirage is a clear river running, and people coming by thirsty.  If we're wise, we dip one cup, drink it cool in the heat of the day and go.  If we stop, build dams, try to own the whole river ..."

	 

	William, peering out through the whispering dust wind, tried to relax, accept.  "If you say so."

	 

	"I don't.  The wilderness all around says."

	 

	"Well, I say different!" 

	 

	Both men jumped and spun about. Half up the slope stood a motorcycle.  Sitting it, rainbowed with oil, eyes goggled, grease masking his stubbly cheeks, was a man of familiar arrogance and free-running contempt.  

	 

	"Ned Hopper!"  

	 

	Ned Hopper smiled his most evilly benevolent smile, unbraked the cycle and glided the rest of the way down to halt by his old friends.  "You----,' said Robert.  

	 

	"Me! Me!  Me!"  Ned Hopper honked his cycle horn four times, laughing loud, head back.  "Me!"

	 

	"Shut up!" cried Robert.  "Bust it like a mirror."

	 

	"Bust what like a mirror?" William, catching Robert's concern, glanced apprehensively out beyond at the desert.

	 

	The mirage flurried, trembled, misted away, then hung itself like a tapestry once more on the air.

	 

	"Nothing out there!  What you guys up to?" Ned peered down at the treadmarked earth.  "I was twenty miles on today when I realized you boys was hiding back behind.  Says to myself, that ain't like my buddies who led me to that goldmine in forty-seven, lent me this cycle with a dice roll in fifty-five.  All those years we help each other and now you got secrets from friend Ned.  So I come back.  Been up on that hill half the day, spying."  Ned lifted binoculars from his greasy jacket front.  "You know I can read lips.  Sure!"  Saw all the cars run in here, the cash.  Quite a show you’re running!"

	 

	"Keep your voice down," warned Robert.  "So long."

	 

	Ned smiled sweetly.  "Sorry to see you go.  But I surely do respect your getting off my property."

	 

	"Yours!" Robert and William caught themselves and said in a trembling whisper, "Yours?"

	 

	Ned laughed.  "When I saw what you was up to, I just cycled into Phoenix.  See this little bitty governmen’ paper sticking out my back pocket?"

	 

	The paper was there, neatly folded.

	 

	William put out his hand.  "Don't give him the pleasure," said Robert.  William pulled his hand back.  "You want us to believe you filed a homestead claim?"

	 

	Ned shut up the smile inside his eyes.  "I do.  I don't.  Even if I was lying, I could still make Phoenix on my bike quicker'n your jalopy."

	 

	Ned surveyed the land with his binoculars.  "So just put down all the money you earned from two this afternoon, when I filed my claim, from which time on you was trespassing my land."

	 

	Robert flung the coins into the dust.  Ned Hopper glanced casually at the bright litter.  "The U.S. Government Mind. Hot dog, nothing out there, but dumb bunnies willing to pay for it!"  

	 

	Robert turned slowly to look at the desert.  "You don't see nothing?"  

	 

	Ned snorted. "Nothing, and you know it!"

	 

	"But we do!"" cried William.  "We--" "William," said Robert.  "But, Bob!"

	 

	"Nothing out there.  Like he said."  More cars were driving up now in a great thrum of engines.  "Excuse, gents, got to mind the box office!"

	 

	Ned strode off, waving.  "Yes, sir, ma'am! This way!  Cash in advance!"

	 

	"Why?"  William watched Ned Hopper run off yelling. "Why are we letting him do this?"

	 

	"Wait," said Robert, almost serenely.  "You'll see."

	 

	They got out of the way as a Ford, a Buick and an ancient Moon motored in.

	 

	Twilight.  On a hill about two hundred yards above the Mysterious City Mirage viewpoint, William Bantlin and Robert Greenhill fried and picked at a small supper, hardly bacon, mostly beans.  From time to time, Robert used some battered opera glasses on the scene below.  

	 

	"Had thirty customers since we left this afternoon," he observed.  "Got to shut down soon, though.  Only ten minutes of sun left."

	 

	William stared at a single bean on the end of his fork.  "Tell me again: Why?  Why every time our luck is good, Ned Hopper jumps out of the earth."

	 

	Robert sighed on the opera-glass lenses and wiped them on his cuff.

	 

	"Because, friend Will, we are the pure in heart.  We shine with a light.  And the villains of the world, they see that light beyond the hills and say, "Why, now, there's some innocent, some sweet all-day sucker."  And the villains come to warm their hands at us.  I don't know what we can do about it, except maybe put out the light."

	 

	"I wouldn't want to do that." William brooded gently, his palms to the fire.  "It's just I was hoping this time was comeuppance time.  A man like Ned Hopper, living his white underbelly life, ain't he about due for a bolt of lightning?"

	 

	"Due?" Robert screwed the opera glasses tighter into his eyes.  "Why, it just struck!  Oh, ye of little faith!"  William jumped up beside him.

	 

	They shared the glasses, one lens each, peering down.  "Look!"  And William, looking, cried, "Peduncle Q. Mackinaw!"

	 

	"Also, Gullable M. Crackers!"  

	 

	For, far below, Ned Hopper was stomping around outside a car.  People gesticulated at him.  He handed them some money.  The car drove off.  Faintly you could hear Ned's anguished cries.

	 

	William gasped.  "He's giving money back!  Now he almost hit that man there.  The man shook his fist at him!  Ned’s paid him back, too! Look-more fond farewells!"

	 

	"Yah-hee!" whooped Robert, happy with his half of the glasses.

	 

	Below, all the cars were dusting away now.  Old Ned did a violent kicking dance, threw his goggles into the dust, tore down the sign, let forth a terrible oath.  

	 

	"Dear me," mused Robert.  "I'm glad I can't hear them words.  Come on, Willy!" 

	 

	As William Bantlin and Robert Greenhill drove back up to the Mysterious City turn-off, Ned Hopper rocketed out in a screaming fury.  Braying, roaring on his cycle, he hurled the painted cardboard through the air.  The sign whistled up, a boomerang.  It hissed, narrowly missing Bob.  Long after Ned was gone in his banging thunder, the sign sank down and lay on the earth, where William picked it up and brushed it off.

	 

	It was twilight indeed now and the sun touching the far hills and the land quiet and hushed and Ned Hopper gone away, and the two men alone in the abandoned territory in the thousand-treaded dust, looking out at the sand and the strange air.

	 

	"Oh, no..."

	 

	"Yes," said Robert.  

	 

	The desert was empty in the pink-gold light of the set ting sun.  The mirage was gone.  A few dust devils whirled and fell apart, way out on the horizon, but that was all.

	 

	William let out a huge groan of bereavement.  "He did it!  Ned! Ned Hopper, come back, you!  Oh, damn it, Ned, you spoiled it all!  Blast you to perdition!" He stopped.  "Bob, how can you stand there!" 

	 

	Robert smiled sadly.  "Right now I'm feeling sorry for Ned Hopper. He never saw what we saw.  He never saw what anybody saw.  He never believed for one second.  And you know what?  Disbelief is catching. It rubs off on people."

	 

	William searched the disinhabited land.  "Is that what happened?" "Who knows?" Robert shook his head.  "One thing sure: when folks drove in here, the city, the cities, the mirage, whatever, was there.  But it's awful hard to see when people stand in your way.  Without so much as moving, Ned Hopper put his big hand across the sun.  First thing you know, theater's closed for good."

	 

	"Can't we--" William hesitated. "Can't we open it up again?" 

	 

	"How? How do you bring a thing like that back?"

	 

	They let their eyes play over the sand, the hills, the few long clouds, the sky emptied of wind and very still.  "Maybe if we just look out the sides of our eyes, not direct at it, relax, take it easy..."

	 

	They both looked down at their shoes, their hands, the rocks at their feet, anything.  But at last William mourned, "Are we?  Are we the pure in heart?"

	 

	Robert laughed just a little bit.  "Oh, not like the kids who came through here today and saw anything they wanted to see, and not like the big simple people born in the wheat fields and by God's grace wandering the world and will never grow up.  We're neither the little children nor the big children of the world, Willy, but we are one thing: glad to be alive.  We know the air mornings on the road, how the stars go up and then down the sky.  That villain, he stopped being glad a long time ago.  I hate to think of him driving his cycle on the road the rest of the night, the rest of the year."

	 

	As he finished this, Robert noticed that William was sliding his eyes carefully to one side, toward the desert.

	 

	Robert whispered carefully, "See anything?"  

	 

	A single car came down the highway. The two men glanced at each other.  A wild look of hope flashed in their eyes.  But they could not quite bring themselves to fling up their hands and yell.  They simply stood with the painted sign held in their arms.

	 

	The car roared by.  The two men followed it with their wistful eyes.

	 

	The car braked.  It backed up.  In it were a man, a woman, a boy, a girl.  The man called out, "You closed for the night?" William said, "It's no use--" Robert cut in "He means, no use giving us money! Last customer of the day, and family, free!  On the house!" "Thank you, neighbor, thank you!"

	 

	The car roared out onto the viewpoint.  William seized Robert's elbow.

	 

	"Bob, what offs you?  Disappoint those kids, that nice family?" "Hush up," said Robert gently.  "Come on."

	 

	The kids piled out of the car.  The man and his wife climbed slowly out into the sunset.  The sky was gold and blue now, and a bird sang somewhere in the fields of send and bon-pollen.  "Watch," said Robert.

	 

	And they moved up to stand behind the family where it was lined up now to look out over the desert.

	 

	William held his breath.  The man and wife squinted into the twilight uneasily.  The kids said nothing.  Their eyes flexed and filled with a distillation of late sunlight.

	 

	William cleared his throat, "It's late.  Uh--can't see too--" The man was going to reply, when the boy said, "Oh, we can see fine!"

	 

	"Sure!" The girl pointed.  "There!" The mother and father followed her gesture, as if it might help, and it did.

	 

	"Lord," said the woman, "for a moment I thought ... But now.. Yes, there it is!" The man read his wife's face, saw a thing there, borrowed it and placed it on the land and in the air.

	 

	"Yes," he said, at last "Oh, yes."  William stared at them, at the desert and then at Robert, who smiled and nodded.

	 

	The faces of the father, the mother, the daughter, the son were glowing now, looking off at the desert.  "Oh," murmured the girl, "is it really there?"

	 

	And the father nodded, his face bright with what he saw that was just within seeing and just beyond knowing.  He spoke as if he stood alone in a great forest church.  "Yes. And, Lord, it's beautiful."

	 

	William started to lift his head, but Robert whispered, "Easy. It's coming.  Don’t try.  Easy, Will."  And then William knew what to do.

	 

	"I.." he said, "I am going to go stand with the kids."  

	 

	And he walked slowly over and stood right behind the boy and the girl.  He stood for a long time there, like a man between two warm fires on a cool evening, and they warmed him and he breathed easy and at last let his eyes drift up, let his attention wander easy out toward the twilight desert and the hoped-for city in the dusk.

	 

	And there in the dust softly blown high from the land, reassembled on the wind into half-shapes of towers and spires and minarets, was the mirage.

	 

	He felt Robert's breath on his neck, close, whispering, half talking to himself.

	 

	"It was a miracle of rare device, 

	A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice

	 

	And the city was there.  And the sun set and the first stars came out.  And the city was very clear, as William heard himself repeat, aloud or perhaps for only his secret pleasure, "It was a miracle of rare device..."

	 

	And they stood in the dark until they could not see.

	 



	BOYS! RAISE GIANT MUSHROOMS IN YOUR CELLAR (1962) 

	 

	Hugh Fortnum woke to Saturday's commotions and lay, eyes shut, savoring each in its turn.

	 

	Below, bacon in a skillet; Cynthia waking him with fine cookings instead of cries. Across the hall, Tom actually taking a shower.

	 

	Far off in the bumblebee dragonfly light, whose voice was already damning the weather, the time, and the tides?  Mrs. Goodbody?  Yes.

	 

	That Christian giantess, six foot tall with her shoes off, the gardener extraordinary, the octogenarian dietitian and town philosopher.

	 

	He rose, unhooked the screen and leaned out to hear her cry, "There! Take that! This'll fix you!  Hah!"

	 

	"Happy Saturday, Mrs. Goodbody!" 

	 

	The old-woman froze in clouds of bug spray pumped from an immense gun.  "Nonsense!"  she shouted.  "With these fiends and pests to watch for?"

	 

	"What kind this time?"  called Fortnum.  "I don't want to shout it to the jaybirds, but..." she glanced suspiciously around "...what would you say if I told you I was the first line of defense concerning flying saucers?"

	 

	"Fine," replied Fortnum.  "There'll be rockets between the worlds any year now."

	 

	"There already are!"  She pumped, aiming the spray under the hedge.

	 

	"There!  Take that!"  He pulled his head back in from the fresh day, somehow not as high-spirited as his first response had indicated.  Poor soul, Mrs.  Goodbody.  Always the essence of reason.  And now what? Old age?

	 

	The doorbell rang.  He grabbed his robe and was half down the stairs when he heard a voice say, "Special delivery.  Fortnum?"  and saw Cynthia turn from the front door, a small packet in her hand.

	 

	"Special-delivery airmail for your son."

	 

	Tom was downstairs like a centipede.  "Wow!  That must be from the Great Bayou Novelty Greenhouse!"

	 

	"I wish I were as excited about ordinary mail," observed Fortnum.

	 

	"Ordinary!"  Tom ripped the cord and paper wildly.  "Don't you read the back pages of Popular Mechanics? Well, here they are!

	 

	Everyone peered into the small open box.

	 

	"Here," said Fortnum, "what are?"

	 

	"The Sylvan Glade Jumbo-Giant Guaranteed Growth Raise-Them-in-Your-Cellar-for-Big-Profit Mushrooms!"

	 

	"Oh, of course," said Fortnum.  "How silly of me."

	 

	Cynthia squinted.  "Those little teeny bits?" 

	 

	"Fabulous growth in twenty-four hours", Tom quoted from memory.  "Plant them in your cellar."

	 

	Fortnum and wife exchanged glances.  "Well," she admitted, "It's better than frogs and green snakes."

	 

	"Sure it is!" Tom ran.  "Oh, Tom," said Fortnum lightly. Tom paused at the cellar door.  "Tom," said his father.  "Next time, fourth-class mail would do fine."

	 

	"Heck," said Tom.  "They must’ve made a mistake, thought I was some rich company.  Airmail special, who can afford that?"

	 

	The cellar door slammed.  Fortnum, bemused, scanned the wrapper a moment then dropped it into the wastebasket.  On his way to the kitchen, he opened the cellar door.

	 

	Tom was already on his knees, digging with a hand rake in the dirt. He felt his wife beside him, breathing softly, looking down into the cool dimness. "Those are mushrooms, I hope.  Not ... toadstools?" Fortnum laughed.  "Happy harvest, farmer!"  Tom glanced up and waved.  Fortnum shut the door, took his wife's arm and walked her out to the kitchen, feeling fine.

	 

	Toward noon, Fortnum was driving toward the nearest market when he saw Roger Willis, a fellow Rotarian and a teacher of biology at the town high school, waving urgently from the sidewalk.

	 

	Fortnum pulled his car up and opened the door.  "Hi, Roger, give you a lift?"  Willis responded all too eagerly, jumping in and slamming the door.  "Just the man I want to see.  I've put off calling for days. Could you play psychiatrist for five minutes, God help you?" 

	 

	Fortnum examined his friend for a moment as he drove quietly on.  "God help you, yes.  Shoot." 

	 

	Willis sat back and studied his fingernails.  "Let's just drive a moment.  There.  Okay.  Here's what I want to say: Something's wrong with the world."

	 

	Fortnum laughed easily.  "Hasn!t there always been?" "No, no, I mean ... something strange-something unseen -is happening."

	 

	Mrs.  Goodbody," said Fortnum, half to himself, and stopped.

	 

	"Mrs.  Goodbody?"

	 

	"This morning, gave me a talk on flying saucers."

	 

	"No!"  Willis bit the knuckle of his forefinger nervously.  "Nothing like saucers.  At least, I don't think.  Tell me, what exactly is intuition?" 

	 

	"The conscious recognition of something that's been subconscious for a long time.  But don't quote this amateur psychologist!"  He laughed again.  

	 

	"Good, good!" Willis turned, big face lighting.  He readjusted himself in the seat.  "That’s it!  Over a long period, things gather, right?  All of a sudden, you have to spit, but you don't remember saliva collecting.  Your hands are dirty but you don't know how they got that way.  Dust falls on you every day and you don't feel it.  But when you get enough dust collected up, there it is, you see and name it. That is intuition, as far as I'm concerned.  Well, what kind of du has been falling on me?  A few meteors in the sky at night? Funny weather just before dawn?  I don't know.  Certain colors, smells, the way the house creaks at three in the morning? Hair prickling on my arms?  All I know is the damn dust has collected.  Quite suddenly I know."

	 

	"Yes," said Fortnum, disquieted.  "But what is it you know?"

	 

	Willis looked at his hands in his lap.  "I'm afraid.  I'm not afraid. Then I'm afraid again, in the middle of the day. Doctors checked me. I'm A-one.  No family problems. Joe a fine boy, a good son. Dorothy? She's remarkable.  With her I'm not afraid of growing old or dying."

	 

	"Lucky man."

	 

	"But beyond my luck now.  Scared stiff, really, for myself, my family; even right now, for you."

	 

	"Me?"  said Fortnum.  They had stopped now by an empty lot near the mark. There was a moment of great stillness, in which Fortnum turned to survey his friend.  Willis' voice had suddenly mad him cold.  "I'm afraid for everybody," said Willis.  "Your friends, mine and their friends, on out of sight.  Pretty silly, eh?"

	 

	Willis opened the door, got out and peered in at Fortnum. Fortnum felt he had to speak.  

	 

	"Well, what do we do about it?" 

	 

	Willis looked up at the sun burning blind in the sky.  "Be aware," he said slowly.  "Watch everything for a few days.  

	 

	"Everything?"

	 

	"We don't use half what God gave us, ten per cent of the time.  We ought to hear more, feel more, smell more, taste more.  Maybe there's something wrong with the way the wind blows these weeds there in the lot.  Maybe it's the sun up on those telephone wires or the cicadas singing in the elm tree. If only we could stop, look, listen, a few days, a few nights and compare notes.  Tell me to shut up then, and I will."

	 

	"Good enough," said Fortnum, playing it lighter than I felt.  "I'll look around.  But how do I know the thing I'm looking for when I see it?"

	 

	Willis peered in at him, sincerely.  "You'll know.  You've got to know. Or we're done for, all of us," he said quietly.

	 

	Fortnum shut the door and didn't know what to say.  He felt a rush of embarrassment creeping up his face.  Willis sensed this.  "Hugh, do you think I'm ... off my rocker?"

	 

	"Nonsense!"  said Fortnum, too quickly.  "You're just nervous, is all. You should take a week off."

	 

	Willis nodded.  "See you Monday night?" "Any time.  Drop around."

	 

	"I hope I will, Hugh.  I really hope I will."  

	 

	Then Willis was gone, hurrying across the dry weed-grown lot toward the side entrance of the market.

	 

	Watching him go Fortnum suddenly did not want to move.  He discovered that very slowly he was taking deep breaths, weighing the silence.  He licked his lips tasting the salt.  He looked at his arm on the doorsill, the sunlight burning the golden hairs.  In the empty lot the wind moved all alone to itself.  He leaned out to look at the sun, which stared back with one massive stunning blow of intense power that made him jerk his head in.  He exhaled.  Then he laughed out loud.

	 

	Then he drove away.

	 

	The lemonade glass was cool and deliciously sweaty.  The ice made music inside the glass, and the lemonade was just sour enough, just sweet enough on his tongue.  He sipped, he savored, he tilted back in the wicker rocking chair on the twilight front porch, his eyes closed.

	 

	The crickets were chirping out on the lawn.  Cynthia, knitting across from him on the porch, eyed him curiously; he could feel her attention.

	 

	"What are you up to?"  she said at last.  

	 

	"Cynthia," he said, "is your intuition in running order?  Is this earthquake weather? Is the land going to sink?  Will war be declared?  Or is it only that our delphinium will die of the blight?" 

	 

	"Hold on.  Let me feel my bones."

	 

	He opened his eyes and watched Cynthia in turn closing hers and sitting absolutely statue-still, her hands on her knees.  Finally she shook her head and smiled.  "No.  No war declared.  No land sinking. Not even a blight. Why?"

	 

	"I've met a lot of doom talkers today.  Well, two anyway, and---" 

	 

	The screen door burst wide.  Fortnum’s body jerked as if he had been struck.  "What--" 

	 

	Tom, a gardener's wooden flat in his arms, stepped out on the porch.  "Sorry," he said.  "What's wrong, Dad?" 

	 

	"Nothing."  Fortnum stood up, glad to be moving.  "Is that the crops?" 

	 

	Tom moved forward eagerly.  "Part of it.  Boy, they're doing great.  In just seven hours, with lots of water, look how big the darn things are!"  He set the flat on the table between his parents.

	 

	The crop was indeed plentiful.  Hundreds of small grayishbrown mushrooms were sprouting up in the damp soil.  "I'll be damned," said Fortnum, impressed.

	 

	Cynthia put out her hand to touch the flat, then took it away uneasily.

	 

	"I hate to be a spoilsport, but ... there's no way for these to be anything else but mushrooms, is there?"

	 

	Tom looked as if he had been insulted.  "What do you think I'm going to feed you?  Poisoned fungoides?"

	 

	"That's just it," said Cynthia quickly.  "How do you tell them out?"

	 

	"Eat 'em," said Tom.  "If you live, they're mushrooms. If you drop dead, well!" He gave a great guffaw, which amused Fortnum but only made his mother wince.  She sat back in her chair.  "I-I don't like them," she said.  "Boy, oh, boy."

	 

	Tom seized the flat angrily.  "When are we going to have the next wet-blanket sale in this house?"

	 

	He shuffled morosely away.  "Tom-" said Fortnum.  "Never mind," said Tom.  "Everyone figures they’ll be ruined by the boy entrepreneur. To heck with it!"

	 

	Fortnum got inside just as Tom heaved the mushrooms, flat and all, down the cellar stairs.  He slammed the cellar door and ran out the back door.

	 

	Fortnum turned back to his wife, who, stricken, glanced away.

	 

	"I'm sorry," she said.  "I don't know why, I just had to say that to Tom.  I--" 

	 

	The phone rang. Fortnum brought the phone outside on it extension cord.  

	 

	"Hugh?" It was Dorothy Willis's voice.  She sounded suddenly very old and very frightened.  "Hugh, Roger isn't there, is he?"

	 

	"Dorothy?  No."

	 

	"He's gone!"  said Dorothy.  "All his clothes were taken from the closet."  She began to cry.  

	 

	"Dorothy, hold on, I'll be there in a minute."

	 

	"You must help, oh, you must.  Something's happened to him, I know it," she wailed. "Unless you do something, we'll never see him alive again."

	 

	Very slowly he put the receiver back on its book, her voice weeping inside it.  The night crickets quite suddenly were very loud. He felt the hairs, one by one, go up on the back of his neck. Hair can't do that, he thought.  Silly, silly.  It can't do that, not in real life, it can't! But, one by slow prickling one, his hair did.

	 

	The wire hangers were indeed empty.  With a clatter, Fortnum shoved them aside and down along the rod, then turned and looked out of the closet at Dorothy Willis and her son Joe.  

	 

	"I was just walking by," said Joe, "and saw the closet empty, all Dad's clothes gone!"

	 

	"Everything was fine," said Dorothy.  "We've had a wonderful life. I don't understand, I don't, I don't!" She began to cry again, putting her hands to her face.

	 

	Fortnum stepped out of the closet.  "You didn't hear him leave the house?"

	 

	"We were playing catch out front," said Joe.  "Dad said he had to go in for a minute.  I went around back.  Then he was gone!"

	 

	"He must have packed quickly and walked wherever he was going, so we wouldn't hear a cab pull up in front of the house."

	 

	They were moving out through the hall now.  "I’ll check the train depot and the airport."  Fortnum  hesitated.  "Dorothy, is there anything in Roger's background--" 

	 

	"It wasn't insanity took him."  She hesitated. "I feel, somehow, he was kidnapped."

	 

	Fortnum shook his head.  "It doesn't seem reasonable he would arrange to pack, walk out of the house and go meet his abductors."

	 

	Dorothy opened the door as if to let the night or the night wind move down the hall as she turned to stare back through the rooms, her voice wandering.  "No.  Somehow they came into the house.  Right in front of us, they stole him away."

	 

	And then: "A terrible thing has happened."  

	 

	Fortnum stepped out into the night of crickets and rustling trees.  The doom talkers, he thought, talking their dooms.  Mrs. Goodbody, Roger, and now Roger's wife.  Something terrible has happened.  But what, in God's name?  And how?

	 

	He looked from Dorothy to her son.  Joe, blinking the wetness from his eyes, took a long time to turn, walk along the hall and stop, fingering the knob of the cellar door.

	 

	Fortnum  felt his eyelids twitch, his iris flex, as if he were snapping a picture of something he wanted to remember.

	 

	Joe pulled the cellar door wide, stepped down out of sight, gone.

	 

	The door tapped shut.

	 

	Fortnum opened his mouth to speak, but Dorothy's hand was taking his now, he had to look at her.  "Please," she said.  "Find him for me."

	 

	He kissed her cheek.  "If it's humanly possible."  If it's humanly possible.  Good Lord, why had he picked those words?

	 

	He walked off into the summer night.

	 

	A gasp, an exhalation, a gasp, an exhalation, an asthmatic insuck, a vaporing sneeze.  Somebody dying in the dark?  No.

	 

	Just Mrs. Goodbody, unseen beyond the hedge, working late, her hand pump aimed, her bony elbow thrusting.  The sick-sweet smell of bug spray enveloped Fortnum as he reached his house.  "Mrs.  Goodbody? Still at it?"

	 

	From the black hedge her voice leaped.  "Damn it, yes!  Aphids, water bugs, woodworms, and now the Marasmius oreades.  Lord, it grows fast!"

	 

	"What does?"

	 

	"The Marasmius oreades, of course!  It's me against them and I intend to win!  There! There!  There!"  

	 

	He left the hedge, the gasping pump, the wheezing voice, and found his wife waiting for him on the porch almost as if she were going to take up where Dorothy had left off at her door a few minutes ago.

	 

	Fortnum was about to speak when a shadow moved in aide.  There was a creaking noise.  A knob rattled.

	 

	Tom vanished into the basement.  

	 

	Fortnum felt as if someone had set off an explosion in his face.  He reeled.  Everything had the numbed familiarity of those waking dreams where all motions are remembered before they occur, all dialogue known before it falls from the lips.

	 

	He found himself staring at the shut basement door.  Cynthia took him inside, amused.  

	 

	"What?  Tom?  Oh, I relented.  The darn mushrooms meant so much to him.  Besides, when he threw them into the cellar they did nicely, just lying in the dirt----" 

	 

	"Did they?" Fortnum heard himself say.

	 

	Cynthia took his arm "What about Roger?" 

	 

	"He's gone, yes."

	 

	"Men, men, men," she said.  

	 

	"No, you're wrong," he said.  "I saw Roger every day the last ten years.  When you know a man that well, you can tell how things are at home, whether things are in the oven or the Mixmaster.  Death hadn’t breathed down his neck yet; he wasn't running scared after his immortal youth, picking peaches in someone else's orchards.  No, no, I swear, I'd bet my last dollar on it Roger---" 

	 

	The doorbell rang behind him.  The delivery boy had come up quietly onto the porch and was standing there with a telegram in his hand.

	 

	"Fortnum?"

	 

	Cynthia snapped on the hall light as he ripped the envelope open and smoothed it out for reading.

	 

	TRAVELING NEW ORLEANS.  THIS TELEGRAM POSSIBLE OFFGUARD MOMENT.

	YOU MUST REFUSE, REPEAT REFUSE, ALL SPECIAL DELIVERY PACKAGES.  ROGER

	 

	Cynthia glanced up from the paper.  "I don't understand.  What does he mean?"  

	 

	But Fortnum was already at the telephone, dialing swiftly, once.  "Operator?  The police, and hurry!"  

	 

	At ten-fifteen that night the phone rang for the sixth time during the evening.  Fortnum got it and immediately gasped.  "Roger!  Where are you?"

	 

	"Where am I, hell," said Roger lightly, almost amused.  "You know very well where I am, you're responsible for this.  I should be angry!"

	 

	Cynthia, at his nod, had hurried to take the extension phone in the kitchen.  When he heard the soft click, he went on.  "Roger, I swear I don't know.  I got that telegram from you--" 

	 

	"What telegram?"  said Roger jovially.  "I sent no telegram.  Now, of a sudden, the police come pouring onto the southbound train, pull me off in some jerk-water, and I'm calling you to get them off my neck.  Hugh, if this is some joke-" 

	 

	"But, Roger, you just vanished!"

	 

	"On a business trip, if you can call that vanishing.  I told Dorothy about this, and Joe."

	 

	"This is all very confusing, Roger. You're in no danger?  Nobody's blackmailing you, forcing you into this speech?"

	 

	"I'm fine, healthy, free and unafraid."

	 

	"But, Roger, your premonitions?" 

	 

	"Poppycock!  Now, look, I'm being very good about this, aren’t I?" 

	 

	"Sure, Roger--" 

	 

	"Then play the good father and give me permission to go.  Call Dorothy and tell her I'll be back in five days. How could she have forgotten?" 

	 

	"She did, Roger.  See you in five days, then?" 

	 

	"Five days, I swear."

	 

	The voice was indeed winning and warm, the old Roger again. Fortnum shook his head.  "Roger," he said, "this is the craziest day I've ever spent. You’re not running off from Dorothy?  Good Lord, you can tell me."

	 

	"I love her with all my heart.  Now here's Lieutenant Parker of the Ridgetown police.  Goodbye, Hugh." 

	 

	"Good---" 

	 

	But the lieutenant was on the line, talking, talking angrily.  What had Fortnum meant putting them to this trouble?  What was going on?  Who did he think he was? Did or didn't he want this so-called friend held or released?

	 

	"Released," Fortnum managed to say somewhere along the way, and hung up the phone and imagined he heard a voice call all aboard and the massive thunder of the train leaving the station two hundred miles south in the somehow increasingly dark night.

	 

	Cynthia walked very slowly into the parlor.  "I feel so foolish," she said.

	 

	"How do you think I feel?" 

	 

	"Who could have sent that telegram, and why?"  He poured himself some Scotch and stood in the middle of the room looking at it.  

	 

	"I'm glad Roger is all right," his wife said at last.  

	 

	"He isn't," said Fortnum.  

	 

	"But you just said----" 

	 

	"I said nothing.  After all we couldn't very well drag him off that train and truss him up and send him home, could we, if he insisted he was okay? No.  He sent that telegram, but changed his mind after sending it. Why, why, why?"  Fortnum  paced the room, sipping the drink.  "Why warn us against special-delivery packages?  The only package we've got this year which fits that description is the one Tom got this morning..."  His voice trailed off.

	 

	Before he could move, Cynthia was at the wastepaper basket taking out the crumpled wrapping paper with the special-delivery stamps on it.

	 

	The postmark read: NEW ORLEANS, LA.  Cynthia looked up from it.

	 

	"New Orleans.  Isn't that where Roger is heading right now? A doorknob rattled, a door opened and closed in Fortnum's mind.  Another doorknob rattled, another door swung wide and then shut.  There was a smell of damp earth.

	 

	He found his hand dialing the phone.  After a long while Dorothy Willis answered at the other end.  He could imagine her sitting alone in a house with too many lights on.  He talked quietly with her a while, then cleared his throat and Said, "Dorothy, look.  I know it sounds silly. Did any special-delivery packages arrive at your house the last few days?"

	 

	Her voice was faint.  "No."  Then: "No, wait.  Three days ago. But I thought you knew!  All the boys on the block are going in for it."

	 

	Fortnum measured his words carefully.  "Going in for what?"

	 

	"But why ask?"  she said.  "There's nothing wrong with raising mushrooms, is there?"

	 

	Fortnum closed his eyes.  

	 

	"Hugh?  Are you still there?"  asked Dorothy.

	 

	"I said there's nothing wrong with----" 

	 

	"Raising mushrooms", said Fortnum  at last.  "No.  Nothing wrong.  Nothing wrong." 

	 

	And slowly he put down the phone.

	 

	The curtains blew like veils of moonlight.  The clock ticked. The after-midnight world bowed into and filled the bedroom.  He heard Mrs. Goodbody's clear voice on this morning's air, a million years gone now..  He heard Roger putting a cloud over the sun at noon.  He heard the police damning him by phone from down state.  Then Roger's voice again, with the locomotive thunder hurrying him away and away, fading.

	 

	And, finally, Mrs. Goodbody's voice behind the hedge: "Lord, it grows fast!" "What does?" "The Marasmius oreades!" He snapped his eyes open.

	 

	He sat up.  Downstairs, a moment later, he flicked through the unabridged dictionary.

	 

	His forefinger underlined the words: "Maraimius oreades; a mushroom commonly found on lawns in summer and early autumn..."

	 

	He let the book fall shut.  Outside, in the deep summer night, he lit a cigarette and smoked quietly.

	 

	A meteor fell across space, burning itself out quickly.  The trees rustled softly.

	 

	The front door tapped shut.  Cynthia moved toward him in her robe.

	 

	"Can't sleep?"

	 

	"Too warm, I guess."

	 

	"It's not warm."

	 

	"No," he said, feeling his arms.  "In fact, it's cold."  He sucked on the cigarette twice, then, not looking at her, said, "Cynthia, what if..."  He snorted and had to stop.  "Well, what if Roger was right this morning.  Mrs. Goodbody, what if she's right, too?  Something terrible is happening.  Like, well--" he nodded at the sky and the million stars "Earth being invaded by things from other worlds, maybe."

	 

	"Hugh..." 

	 

	"No, let me run wild."

	 

	"It's quite obvious we're not being invaded, or we'd notice."

	 

	"Let's say we've only half noticed, become uneasy about something. What?  How could we be invaded?  By what means would creatures invade?" 

	 

	Cynthia looked at the sky and was about to try something when he interrupted.  "No, not meteors or flying saucers, things we can see. What about bacteria?  That comes from outer space, too, doesn't it?"

	 

	"I read once, yes."

	 

	"Spores, seeds, pollens, viruses probably bombard our atmosphere by the billions every second and have done so for millions of years.  Right now we're sitting out under an invisible rain.  It falls all over the country, the cities, the towns, and right now, our lawn."

	 

	"Our lawn?"

	 

	"And Mrs. Goodbody's.  But people like her are always pulling weeds, spraying poison, kicking toadstools off their grass.  It would be hard for any strange life form to survive in cities.  Weather's a problem, too. Best climate might be South: Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana.  Back in the damp bayous they could grow to a fine size."

	 

	But Cynthia was beginning to laugh now.  "Oh, really, you don't believe, do you, that this Great Bayou or Whatever Greenhouse Novelty Company that sent Tom his package is owned and operated by six-foot-tall mushrooms from another planet?"

	 

	"If you put it that way, it sounds funny."

	 

	"Funny!  It's hilarious!" She threw her head back, deliciously.

	 

	"Good grief!" he cried, suddenly irritated. "Something's going on! Mrs. Goodbody is rooting out and killing Marasmius oreades.  What is Marasmius oreades?  A certain kind of mushroom.  Simultaneously, and I suppose you'll call it coincidence, by special delivery, what arrives the same day?  Mushrooms for Tom!  What else happens?  Roger fears he may soon cease to be! Within hours, he vanishes, then telegraphs us, warning us not to accept what?  The special delivery mushrooms for Tom!  Has Roger's son got a similar package in the last few days?  He has!  Where do the packages come from?  New Orleans!  And where is Roger going when he vanishes?  New Orleans! Do you see, Cynthia, do you see?  I wouldn't be upset if all these separate things didn't lock together!  Roger, Tom, Joe, mushrooms, Mrs. Goodbody, packages, destinations, everything in one pattern!"  

	 

	She was watching his face now, quieter, but still amused. "Don't get angry."

	 

	"I'm not!" Fortnum almost shouted.  And then he simply could not go on.  He was afraid that if he did he would find himself shouting with laughter too, and somehow he did not want that.  He stared at the surrounding houses up and down the block and thought of the dark cellars and the neighbor boys who read Popular Mechanics and sent their money in by the millions to raise the mushrooms hidden away.  Just as he, when a boy, had mailed off for chemicals, seeds, turtles, numberless salves and sickish ointments.  In how many million American homes tonight were billions of mushrooms rousing up under the ministrations of the innocent?  

	 

	"Hugh?"  His wife was touching his arm now.  "Mushrooms, even big ones, can't think, can't move, don't have arms and legs.  How could they run a mail-order service and 'take over' the world?  Come on, now, let's look at your terrible fiends and monsters!"  

	 

	She pulled him toward the door.  Inside, she headed for the cellar, but he stopped, shaking his head, a foolish smile shaping itself somehow to his mouth.  "No, no, I know what we’ll find.  You win. The whole thing's silly.  Roger will be back next week and we'll all get drunk together.  Go on up to bed now and I'll drink a glass of warm milk and be with you in a minute."

	 

	"That's better!"  She kissed him on both cheeks, squeezed him and went away up the stairs.

	 

	In the kitchen, he took out a glass, opened the refrigerator, and was pouring the milk when he stopped suddenly.

	 

	Near the front of the top shelf was a small yellow dish.  It was not the dish that held his attention, however.  It was what lay in the dish.

	 

	The fresh-cut mushrooms.  He must have stood there for half a minute, his breath frosting the air, before he reached out, took hold of the dish, sniffed it, felt the mushrooms, then at last, carrying the dish, went out into the hall.  He looked up the stairs, hearing Cynthia moving about in the bedroom, and was about to call up to her, "Cynthia, did you put these in the refrigerator?"  Then he stopped.  He knew her answer.  She had not.

	 

	He put the dish of mushrooms on the newel-upright at the bottom of the stairs and stood looking at them.  He imagined himself in bed later, looking at the walls, the open windows, watching the moonlight sift patterns on the ceiling.  

	 

	He heard himself saying, Cynthia?  And her answering, Yes?  And him saying, There is a way for mushrooms to grow arms and legs. What? she would say, silly, silly man, what?  And he would gather courage against her hilarious reaction and go on, What if a man wandered through the swamp, picked the mushrooms and ate them... ?

	 

	No response from Cynthia.  

	 

	Once inside the man, would the mushrooms spread through his blood, take over every cell and change the man from a man to a Martian?  Given this theory, would the mushroom need its own arms and legs?  No, not when it could borrow people, live inside and become them.  Roger ate mushrooms given him by his son. Roger became something else. He kidnapped himself.  And in one last flash of sanity, of being himself, he telegraphed us, warning us not to accept the special-delivery mushrooms.  The 'Roger' that telephoned later was no longer Roger but a captive of what he had eaten. Doesn't that figure, Cynthia, doesn't it, doesn't it?

	 

	No, said the imagined Cynthia, no, it doesn't figure, no, no, no....

	 

	There was the faintest whisper, rustle, stir from the cellar.

	 

	Taking his eyes from the bowl, Fortnum walked to the cellar door and put his ear to it.  "Tom?" No answer.  "Tom, are you down there? " No answer.  "Tom?" 

	 

	After a long while, Tom's voice came up from below. "Yes, Dad?" 

	 

	"It's after midnight," said Fortnum, fighting to keep his voice from going high.  "What are you doing down there?" No answer.

	 

	"I said--" 

	 

	"Tending to my crop," said the boy at last, his voice cold and faint.  

	 

	"Well, get the hell out of there!  You hear me?"

	 

	Silence.  

	 

	"Tom?  Listen!  Did you put some mushrooms in the refrigerator tonight?  If so, why?" 

	 

	Ten seconds must have ticked by before the boy replied from below, "For you and Mom to eat, of course."

	 

	Fortnum heard his heart moving swiftly and had to take three deep breaths before he could go on.

	 

	"Tom?  You didn't ... that is, you haven't by any chance eaten some of the mushrooms yourself, have you?" 

	 

	"Funny you ask that," said Tom. "Yes.  Tonight.  On a sandwich.  After supper.  Why?"

	 

	Fortnum held to the doorknob.  Now it was his turn not to answer. He felt his knees beginning to melt and he fought the whole silly senseless fool thing.  No reason, he tried to say, but his lips wouldn't move.  

	 

	"Dad?"  called Tom, softly from the cellar.  "Come on down."  Another pause.  "I want you to see the harvest."

	 

	Fortnum felt the knob slip in his sweaty hand.  The knob rattled. He gasped.  

	 

	"Dad?" called Tom softly.

	 

	Fortnum opened the door.  The cellar was completely black below. He stretched his hand in toward the light switch.  As if sensing this from somewhere, Tom said, "Don’t. Light's bad for the mushrooms."

	 

	He took his hand off the switch.  He swallowed.  He looked back at the stair leading up to his wife.  I suppose, he thought, I should go say goodbye to Cynthia.  But why should I think that!  Why, in God's name, should I think that at all?  No reason, is there? None.  

	 

	"Tom?"  he said, affecting a jaunty air.  "Ready or not, here I come!"

	 

	And stepping down in darkness, he shut the door.

	 



Tyrannosaurus Rex




1962
He opened a door on darkness. A voice cried, “Shut it!” It was like a blow in the face. He jumped through. The door banged. He cursed himself quietly. The voice, with dreadful patience, intoned, “Jesus. You Terwilliger?”

“Yes,” said Terwilliger. A faint ghost of screen haunt-ed the dark theatre wall to his right. To his left, a cigarette wove fiery arcs in the air as someone’s lips talked swiftly around it.

“You’re five minutes late!”

Don’t make it sound like five years, thought Terwilliger. “Shove your film in the projection room door. Let’s move.”

Terwilliger squinted.

He made out five vast loge seats that exhaled, breathed heavily as amplitudes of executive life shifted, leaning to-ward the middle loge where, almost in darkness, a little boy sat smoking.

No, thought Terwilliger, not a boy. That’s him. Joe Clarence, Clarence the Great.

For now the tiny mouth snapped like a puppet’s, blow-ing smoke. “Well?”

Terwilliger stumbled back to hand the film to the projectionist, who made a lewd gesture toward the loges, winked at Terwilliger and slammed the booth door.

“Jesus,” sighed the tiny voice. A buzzer buzzed. “Roll it, projection!”

Terwilliger probed the nearest loge, struck flesh, pulled back and stood biting his lips.

Music leaped from the screen. His film appeared in a storm of drums:

 

TYRANNOSAURUS REX: The Thunder Lizard.

Photographed in stop-motion animation with miniatures

created by

John Terwilliger. A study in life-forms on Earth one billion

years before Christ.

 

Faint ironic applause came softly patting from the baby hands in the middle loge.

Terwilliger shut his eyes. New music jerked him alert. The last titles faded into a world of primeval sun, mist, poisonous rain and lush wilderness. Morning fogs were strewn along eternal seacoast where immense flying dreams and dreams of nightmare scythed the wind. Huge triangles of bone and rancid skin, of diamond eye and crusted tooth, pterodactyls, the kites of destruction, plunged, struck prey, and skimmed away, meat and screams in their scissor mouths.

Terwilliger gazed, fascinated.

In the jungle foliage now, shiverings, creepings, insect jitterings, antennae twitchings, slime locked in oily fatted slime, armour skinned to armour, in sun glade and shadow moved the reptilian inhabitors of Terwilliger’s mad remem-brance of vengeance given flesh and panic taking wing.

Brontosaur, stegosaur, triceratops. How easily the clum-sy tonnages of name fell from one’s lips.

The great brutes swung like ugly machineries of war and dissolution through moss ravines, crushing a thousand flowers at one footfall, snouting the mist, ripping the sky in half with one shriek.

My beauties, thought Terwilliger, my little lovelies. All liquid latex, rubber sponge, ball-socketed steel articula-ture; all night-dreamed, clay-molded, warped and welded, riveted and slapped to life by hand. No bigger than my fist, half of them; the rest no larger than this head they sprang from.

“Good Lord,” said a soft admiring voice in the dark.

Step by step, frame by frame of film, stop motion by stop motion, he, Terwilliger, had run his beasts through their postures, moved each a fraction of an inch, photographed them, moved them another hair, photographed them, for hours and days and months. Now these rare im-ages, this eight hundred scant feet of film, rushed through the projector.

And lo! he thought. I’ll never get used to it. Look! They come alive!

Rubber, steel, clay, reptilian latex sheath, glass eye, porcelain fang, all ambles, trundles, strides in terrible prides through continents as yet unmanned, by seas as yet un-salted, a billion years lost away. They do breathe. They do smite air with thunders. Oh, uncanny!

I feel, thought Terwilliger, quite simply, that there stands my Garden, and these my animal creations which I love on this Sixth Day, and tomorrow, the Seventh, I must rest.

“Lord,” said the soft voice again.

Terwilliger almost answered, “Yes?”

“This is beautiful footage, Mr.Clarence,” the voice went on.

“Maybe,” said the man with a boy’s voice.

“Incredible animation.”

“I’ve seen better,” said Clarence the Great.

Terwilliger stiffened. He turned from the screen where his friends lumbered into oblivion, from butcheries wrought on architectural scales. For the first time he examined his possible employers.

“Beautiful stuff.”

This praise came from an old man who sat to himself far across the theater, his head lifted forward in amaze toward that ancient life.

“It’s jerky. Look there!” The strange boy in the middle loge half rose, pointing with the cigarette in his mouth. “Hey, was that a bad shot. You see?’

“Yes,” said the old man, tired suddenly, fading back in his chair. “I see.”

Terwilliger crammed his hotness down upon a suffoca-tion of swiftly moving blood.

“Jerky,” said Joe Clarence.

White light, quick numerals, darkness; the music cut, the monsters vanished.

“Glad that’s over.” Joe Clarence exhaled. “Almost lunchtime. Throw on the next reel, Walter! That’s all, Terwilliger.” Silence. “Terwilliger?” Silence. “Is that dumb bunny still here?”

“Here.” Terwilliger ground his fists on his hips.

“Oh,” said Joe Clarence. “It’s not bad. But don’t get ideas about money. A dozen guys came here yesterday to show stuff as good or better than yours, tests for our new film, Prehistoric Monster. Leave your bid in an envelope with my secretary. Same door out as you came in. Walter, what the hell you waiting for? Roll the next one!”

In darkness, Terwilliger barked his shins on a chair, groped for and found the door handle, gripped it tight, tight.

Behind him the screen exploded: an avalanche fell in great flourings of stone, whole cities of granite, immense edifices of marble piled, broke and flooded down. In this thunder, he heard voices from the week ahead:

“We’ll pay you one thousand dollars, Terwilliger.”

“But I need a thousand for my equipment alone!”

“Look, we’re giving you a break. Take it or leave it!”

With the thunder dying, he knew he would take, and he knew he would hate it.

Only when the avalanche had drained off to silence behind him and his own blood had raced to the inevitable decision and stalled in his heart, did Terwilliger pull the immensely weighted door wide to step forth into the terrible raw light of day.

 

Fuse flexible spine to sinuous neck, pivot neck to death’s-head skull, hinge jaw from hollow cheek, glue plas-tic sponge over lubricated skeleton, slip snake-pebbled skin over sponge, meld seams with fire, then rear upright triumphant in a world where insanity wakes but to look on madness - Tyrannosaurus Rex!

The Creator’s hands glided down out of arc-light sun. They placed the granuled monster in false green summer wilds, they waded it in broths of teeming bacterial life. Planted in serene terror, the lizard machine basked. From the blind heavens the Creator’s voice hummed, vibrating the Garden with the old and monotonous tune about the footbone connected to the… anklebone, anklebone connected to the… legbone, legbone connected to the… kneebone, kneebone connected to the…

A door burst wide.

Joe Clarence ran in very much like an entire Cub Scout pack. He looked wildly around as if no one were there.

“My God!” he cried. “Aren’t you set up yet? This costs me money!”

“No,” said Terwilliger dryly. “No matter how much time I take, I get paid the same.”

Joe Clarence approached in a series of quick starts and stops. “Well, shake a leg. And make it real horrible.”

Terwilliger was on his knees beside the miniature jun-gle set. His eyes were on a straight level with his producer’s as he said, “How many feet of blood and gore would you like?”

“Two thousand feet of each!” Clarence laughed in a kind of gasping stutter. “Let’s look.” He grabbed the liz-ard.

“Careful!”

“Careful?” Clarence turned the ugly beast in careless and nonloving hands. “It’s my monster, ain’t it? The contract-”

“The contract says you use this model for exploitation advertising, but the animal reverts to me after the film’s in release.”

“Holy cow.” Clarence waved the monster. “That’s wrong. We just signed the contracts four days ago -”

“It feels like four years.” Terwilliger rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been up two nights without sleep finishing this beast so we can start shooting.”

Clarence brushed this aside. “To hell with the contract. What a slimy trick. It’s my monster. You and your agent give me heart attacks. Heart attacks about money, heart attacks about equipment, heart attacks about -”

“This camera you gave me is ancient.”

“So if it breaks, fix it; you got hands? The challenge of the shoestring operation is using the old brain instead of cash. Getting back to the point, this monster, it should’ve been specified in the deal, is my baby.”

“I never let anyone own the things I make,” said Terwilliger honestly. “I put too much time and affection in them.”

“Hell, okay, so we give you fifty bucks extra for the beast, and throw in all this camera equipment free when the film’s done, right? Then you start your own company. Compete with me, get even with me, right, using my own machines!” Clarence laughed.

“If they don’t fall apart first,” observed Terwilliger.

“Another thing.” Clarence put the creature on the floor and walked around it. “I don’t like the way this monster shapes up.”

“You don’t like what?” Terwilliger almost yelled.

“His expression. Needs more fire, more… goombah. More mazash!”

“Mazash?”

“The old bimbo! Bug the eyes more. Flex the nostrils. Shine the teeth. Fork the tongue sharper. You can do it! Uh, the monster ain’t mine, huh?”

“Mine.” Terwilliger arose.

His belt buckle was now on a line with Joe Clarence’s eyes. The producer stared at the bright buckle almost hyp-notically for a moment.

“God damn the goddam lawyers!”

He broke for the door.

“Work!”

The monster hit the door a split second after it slammed shut.

Terwilliger kept his hand poised in the air from his over-hand throw. Then his shoulders sagged. He went to pick up his beauty. He twisted off its head, skinned the latex flesh off the skull, placed the skull on a pedestal and, pains-takingly, with clay, began to reshape the prehistoric face.

“A little goombah,” he muttered. “A touch of mazash.”

 

They ran the first film test on the animated monster a week later.

When it was over, Clarence sat in darkness and nod-ded imperceptibly.

“Better. But… more honorific, bloodcurdling. Let’s scare the hell out of Aunt Jane. Back to the drawing board!”

“I’m a week behind schedule now,” Terwilliger protest-ed. “You keep coming in, change this, change that, you say, so I change it, one day the tail’s all wrong, next day it’s the claws -”

“You’ll find a way to make me happy,” said Clarence. “Get in there and fight the old aesthetic fight!”

At the end of the month they ran the second test.

“A near miss! Close!” said Clarence. “The face is just almost right. Try again, Terwilliger!”

Terwilliger went back. He animated the dinosaur’s mouth so that it said obscene things which only a lip read-er might catch, while the rest of the audience thought the beast was only shrieking. Then he got the clay and worked until 3 A.M. on the awful face.

“That’s it!” cried Clarence in the projection room (he next week. “Perfect! Now that’s what I call a monster!”

He leaned toward the old man, his lawyer, Mr.Glass, and Maury Poole, his production assistant.

“You like my creature?” He beamed.

Terwilliger, slumped in the back row, his skeleton as long as the monsters he built, could feel the old lawyer shrug.

“You seen one monster, you seen ‘em all.”

“Sure, sure, but this one’s special.” shouted Clarence happily. “Even I got to admit Terwilliger’s a genius!”

They all turned back to watch the beast on the screen, in a titanic waltz, throw its razor tail wide in a vicious har-vesting that cut grass and clipped flowers. The beast paused now to gaze pensively off into mists, gnawing a red bone.

“That monster,” said Mr.Glass at last, squinting. “He sure looks familiar.”

“Familiar?” Terwilliger stirred, alert.

“It’s got such a look,” drawled Mr.Glass in the dark, “I couldn’t forget, from someplace.”

“Natural Museum exhibits?”

“No, no.”

“Maybe,” laughed Clarence, “you read a book once, Glass.”

“Funny…” Glass, unperturbed, cocked his head, closed one eye. “Like detectives, I don’t forget a face. But, that Tyrannosaurus Rex where before did I meet/urn?”

“Who cares?” Clarence sprinted. “He’s great. And all because I booted Terwilliger’s behind to make him do it right. Come on, Maury!”

When the door shut, Mr.Glass turned to gaze steadily at Terwilliger. Not taking his eyes away, he called softly to the projectionist, “Walt? Walter? Could you favour us with that beast again?”

“Sure thing.”

Terwilliger shifted uncomfortably, aware of some bleak force gathering in blackness, in the sharp light that shot forth once more to ricochet terror off the screen.

“Yeah. Sure,” mused Mr.Glass. “I almost remember. I almost know him. But… who?”

The brute, as if answering, turned and for a disdainful moment stared across one hundred thousand million years at two small men hidden in a small dark room. The tyrant machine named itself in thunder.

Mr.Glass quickened forward, as if to cup his ear.

Darkness swallowed all.

With the film half finished, in the tenth week, Clarence summoned thirty of the office staff, technicians and a few friends to see a rough cut of the picture.

The film had been running fifteen minutes when a gasp ran through the small audience.

Clarence glanced swiftly about.

Mr.Glass, next to him, stiffened.

Terwilliger, scenting danger, lingered near the exit, not knowing why; his nervousness was compulsive and intu-itive. Hand on the door, he watched.

Another gasp ran through the crowd.

Someone laughed quietly. A woman secretary giggled. Then there was instantaneous silence.

For Joe Clarence had jumped to his feet.

His tiny figure sliced across the light on the screen. For a moment, two images gesticulated in the dark: Tyrannosaurus, ripping the leg from a Pteranodon, and Clarence, yelling, jumping forward as if to grapple with these fantastic wrestlers.

“Stop! Freeze it right there!”

The film stopped. The image held.

“What’s wrong?” asked Mr.Glass.

“Wrong?” Clarence crept up on the image. He thrust his baby hand to the screen, stabbed the tyrant jaw, the lizard eye, the fangs, the brow, then turned blindly to the projector light so that reptilian flesh was printed on his furious cheeks. “What goes? What is this?”

“Only a monster. Chief.”

“Monster, hell!” Clarence pounded the screen with his tiny fist. “That’s me!”

Half the people leaned forward, half the people fell back, two people jumped up, one of them Mr.Glass, who fum-bled for his other spectacles, flexed his eyes and moaned, “So that’s where I saw him before!”

“That’s where you what?”

Mr. Glass shook his head, eyes shut. “That face, I knew it was familiar.”

A wind blew in the room.

Everyone turned. The door stood open.

Terwilliger was gone.

 

They found Terwilliger in his animation studio clean-ing out his desk, dumping everything into a large card-board box, the Tyrannosaurus machine-toy model under his arm. He looked up as the mob swirled in, Clarence at the head.

“What did I do to deserve this!” he cried.

“I’m sorry, Mr.Clarence.”

“You’re sorry?! Didn’t I pay you well?”

“No, as a matter of fact.”

“I took you to lunches -”

“Once. I picked up the tab.”

“I gave you dinner at home, you swam in my pool, and now this! You’re fired!”

“You can’t fire me, Mr.Clarence. I’ve worked the last week free and overtime, you forgot my check -”

“You’re fired anyway, oh, you’re really fired. You’re blackballed in Hollywood. Mr.Glass!” He whirled to find the old man. “Sue him!”

“There is nothing,” said Terwilliger, not looking up any more, just looking down, packing, keeping in motion, “nothing you can sue me for. Money? You never paid enough to save on. A house? Could never afford that. A wife? I’ve worked for people like you all my life. So wives are out. I’m an unencumbered man. There’s nothing you can do to me. If you attach my dinosaurs, I’ll just go hole up in a small town somewhere, get me a can of latex rubber, some clay from the river, some old steel pipe, and make new monsters. I’ll buy stock film raw and cheap. I’ve got an old beat-up stop-motion camera. Take that away, and I’ll build one with my own hands. I can do anything. And that’s why you’ll never hurt me again.”

“You’re fired!” cried Clarence. “Look at me. Don’t look away. You’re fired! You’re fired!”

“Mr.Clarence,” said Mr.Glass, quietly, edging forward. “Let me talk to him just a moment.”

“So talk to him!” said Clarence. “What’s the use? He just stands there with that monster under his arm and the goddam thing looks like me, so get out of the way!”

Clarence stormed out the door. The others followed.

Mr.Glass shut the door, walked over to the window and looked out at the absolutely clear twilight sky.

“I wish it would rain,” he said. “That’s one thing about California I can’t forgive. It never really lets go and cries. Right now, what wouldn’t I give for a little something from that sky? A bolt of lightning, even.”

He stood silent, and Terwilliger slowed in his packing. Mr.Glass sagged down into a chair and doodled on a pad with a pencil, talking sadly, half aloud, to himself.

“Six reels of film shot, pretty good reels, half the film done, three hundred thousand dollars down the drain, hail and farewell. Out the window all the jobs. Who feeds the starving mouths of boys and giris? Who will face the stock-holders? Who chucks the Bank of America under the chin? Anyone for Russian roulette?”

He turned to watch Terwilliger snap the locks on a brief-case.

“What hath God wrought?”

Terwilliger, looking down at his hands, turning them over to examine their texture, said, “I didn’t know I was doing it, I swear. It came out in my fingers. It was all sub-conscious. My fingers do everything for me. They did this.”

“Better the fingers had come in my office and taken me direct by the throat,” said Glass. “I was never one for slow motion. The Keystone Kops, at triple speed, was my idea of living, or dying. To think a rubber monster has stepped on us all. We are now so much tomato mush, ripe for canning!”

“Don’t make me feel any guiltier than I feel,” said Terwilliger.

“What do you want, I should take you dancing?”

“It’s just,” cried Terwilliger. “He kept at me. Do this. Do that. Do it the other way. Turn it inside out, upside down, he said. I swallowed my bile. I was angry all the time. Without knowing, I must’ve changed the face. But right up till five minutes ago, when Mr.Clarence yelled, I didn’t see it. I’ll take all the blame.”

“No,” sighed Mr.Glass, “we should all have seen. Maybe we did and couldn’t admit. Maybe we did and laughed all night in our sleep, when we couldn’t hear. So where are we now? Mr.Clarence, he’s got investments he can’t throw out. You got your career from this day forward, for better or worse, you can’t throw out. Mr.Clarence right now is aching to be convinced it was all some horrible dream. Part of his ache, ninety-nine per cent, is in his wallet. If you could put one per cent of your time in the next hour convincing him of what I’m going to tell you next, tomorrow morning there will be no orphan children staring out of the want ads in Variety and the Hollywood Reporter. If you would go tell him

-”

 

“Tell me wW?”

Joe Clarence, returned, stood in the door, his cheeks still inflamed.

“What he just told me.” Mr.Glass turned calmly. “A touching story.”

“I’m listening!” said Clarence.

“Mr.Clarence.” The old lawyer weighed his words care-fully. “This film you just saw is Mr.Terwilliger’s solemn and silent tribute to you.”

“It’s what?” shouted Clarence.

Both men, Clarence and Terwilliger, dropped their jaws.

The old lawyer gazed only at the wall and in a shy voice said, “Shall I go on?”

The animator closed his jaw. “If you want to.”

“This film -” the lawyer arose and pointed in a single motion toward the projection room - “was done from a feeling of honour and friendship for you, Joe Clarence. Behind your desk, an unsung hero of the motion picture industry, unknown, unseen, you sweat out your lonely little life while who gets the glory? The stars. How often does a man in Atawanda Springs, Idaho, tell his wife, ‘Say, I was thinking the other night about Joe Clarence - a great producer, that man’? How often? Should I tell? Nev-er! So Terwilliger brooded. How could he present the real Clarence to the world? The dinosaur is there; boom! it hits him! This is it! he thought, the very thing to strike terror to the world, here’s a lonely, proud, wonderful, awful symbol of independence, power, strength, shrewd animal cunning, the true democrat, the individual brought to its peak, all thunder and big lightning. Dinosaur: Joe Clarence. Joe Clarence: Dinosaur. Man embodied in Tyrant Lizard!”

Mr.Glass sat down, panting quietly.

Terwilliger said nothing.

Clarence moved at last, walked across the room, circled Glass slowly, then came to stand in front of Terwilliger, his face pale. His eyes were uneasy, shifting up along Terwilliger’s tall skeleton frame.

“You said that?’ he asked faintly.

Terwilliger swallowed.

“To me he said it. He’s shy,” said Mr.Glass. “You ever hear him say much, ever talk back, swear? anything? He likes people, he can’t say. But, immortalize them? That he can do!”

“Immortalize?” said Clarence.

“What else?” said the old man. “Like n statue, only moving. Years from now people will say, ‘Remember that film. The Monster from the Pleistocene?’ And people will say, ‘Sure! why?’ ‘Because,’ the others say, ‘it was the one monster, the one brute, in all Hollywood history had real guts, real personality. And why is this? Because one genius had enough imagination to base the creature on a real-life, hard-hitting, fast-thinking businessman of A-one caliber.’ You’re one with history, Mr.Clarence. Film librar-ies will carry you in good supply. Cinema societies will ask for you. How lucky can you get? Nothing like this will ever happen to Immanuel Glass, a lawyer. Every day for the next two hundred, five hundred years, you’ll be starring somewhere in the world!”

“Every day?” asked Clarence softly. “For the next -”

“Eight hundred, even; why not?”

“I never thought of that.”

“Think of it!”

Clarence walked over to the window and looked out at the Hollywood Hills, and nodded at last.

“My God, Terwilliger,” he said. “You really like me that much.”

“It’s hard to put in words,” said Terwilliger, with diffi-culty.

“So do we finish the mighty spectacle?” asked Glass. “Starring the tyrant terror striding the earth and making all quake before him, none other than Mr.Joseph J. Clarence?”

“Yeah. Sure.” Clarence wandered off, stunned, to the door, where he said, “You know? I always wanted to be an actor!”

Then he went quietly out into the hall and shut the door.

Terwilliger and Glass collided at the desk, both clawing at a drawer.

“Age before beauty,” said the lawyer, and quickly pulled forth a bottle of whiskey.

At midnight on the night of the first preview of Monster from the Stone Age, Mr.Glass came back to the studio, where everyone was gathering for a celebration, and found Terwilliger seated alone in his office, his dinosaur on his lap.

“You weren’t there?’ asked Mr.Glass.

“I couldn’t face it. Was there a riot?”

“A riot? The preview cards are all superdandy extra plus! A lovelier monster nobody saw before! So now we’re talking sequels! Joe Clarence as the Tyrant Lizard in Re-turn of the Stone Age Monster, Joe Clarence and/or Ňóăŕnnosaurus Rex in, maybe, Beast from the Old Country -”

The phone rang. Terwilliger got it.

“Terwilliger, this is Clarence! Be there in five minutes! We’ve done it! Your animal! Great! Is he mine now? I mean, to hell with the contract, as a favour, can I have him for the mantel?”

“Mr.Clarence, the monster’s yours.”

“Better than an Oscar! So long!”

Terwilliger stared at the dead phone.

“God bless us all, said Tiny Tim. He’s laughing, almost hysterical with relief.”

“So maybe I know why,” said Mr.Glass. “A little girl, after the preview, asked him for an autograph.”

“An autograph?”

“Right there in the street. Made him sign. First autograph he ever gave in his life. He laughed all the while he wrote his name Somebody knew him. There he was, in front of the theatre, big as life. Rex Himself, so sign the name. So he did.”

“Wait a minute,” said Terwilliger slowly, pouring drinks. “That little girl…?”

“My youngest daughter,” said Glass. “So who knows? And who will tell?”

They drank.

“Not me,” said Terwilliger.

Then, carrying the rubber dinosaur between them, and bringing the whisky, they went to stand by the studio gate, waiting for the limousines to arrive all lights, horns and annunciations.



	 

	AND SO DIED RIABOUCHINSKA (1963)

	 

	The cellar was cold cement and the dead man was cold stone and the air was filled with an invisible fall of rain, while the people gathered to look at the body as if it had been washed in on an empty shore at morning.  The gravity of the earth was drawn to a focus here in this single basement room - a gravity so immense that it pulled their faces down, bent their mouths at the corners and drained their cheeks.  Their hands hung weighted and their feet were planted so they could not move without seeming to walk under water.

	 

	A voice was calling, but nobody listened.  The voice called again and only after a long time did the people turn and look, momentarily, into the air.  They were at the seashore in November and this was a gull crying over their heads in the gray color of dawn.  It was a sad crying, like the birds going south for the steel winter to come.  It was an ocean sounding the shore so far away that it was only a whisper of sand and wind in a seashell.

	 

	The people in the basement room shifted their gaze to a table and a golden box resting there, no more than twenty four inches long, inscribed with the name RIABOUCHINSKA. Under the lid of this small coffin the voice at last settled with finality, and the people stared at the box, and the dead man lay on the floor, not hearing the soft cry.

	 

	"Let me out, let me out, oh, please, please, someone let me out."

	 

	And finally Mr. Fabian, the ventriloquist, bent and whispered to the golden box, "No, Ria, this is serious business. Later.  Be quiet, now, that's a good girl."  He shut his eyes and tried to laugh.

	 

	From under the polished lid her calm voice said, "Please don't laugh. You should be much kinder now after what's happened."

	 

	Detective lieutenant Krovitch touched Fabian's arm "If you don't mind we’ll save your dummy act for later.  Right now there's all this to clean up."  He glanced at the woman who had now taken a folding chair.

	 

	"Mrs. Fabian."  He nodded to the young man sitting next to her.  "Mr. Douglas, you're Mr.  Fabian’s press agent and manager?"

	 

	The young man said he was.  Krovitch looked at the face of the man on the floor.  "Fabian, Mrs. Fabian, Mr. Douglas, all of you say you don't know this man who was murdered here last night, never heard the name Ockham before.  Yet Ockham earlier told the stage manager he knew Fabian and had to see him about something vitally important."

	 

	The voice in the box began again quietly.  Krovitch shouted. "Damn it, Fabian!" 

	 

	Under the lid, the voice laughed.  It was like a muffled bell ringing.  

	 

	"Pay no attention to her, lieutenant," said Fabian.  

	 

	"Her?  Or you, damn it!  What is this?  Get together, you two!"

	 

	"We'll never be together," said the quiet voice, "never again after tonight."

	 

	Krovitch put out his hand.  "Give me the key, Fabian."  In the silence there was the rattle of the key in the small lock, the squeal of the miniature hinges as the lid was opened and laid back against the table top.  "Thank you," said Riabouchinska.

	 

	Krovitch stood motionless, just looking down and seeing Riabouchinska in her box and not quite believing what he saw.

	 

	The face was white and it was cut from marble or from the whitest wood he had ever seen.  It might have been cut from snow.  And the neck that held the head which was as dainty as a porcelain cup with the sun shining through the thinness of it, the neck was also white.  And the hands could have been ivory and they were thin small things with tiny fingernails and whorls on the pads of the fingers, little delicate spirals and lines.

	 

	She was all white stone, with light pouring through the stone and light coming out of the dark eyes with blue tones beneath like fresh mulberries.  He was reminded of milk glass and of cream poured into a crystal tumbler.  The brows were arched and black and thin and the cheeks were hollowed and them was a faint pink vein in each temple and a faint blue vein barely visible above the slender bridge of the nose, between the shining dark eyes.

	 

	Her lips were half parted and it looked as if they might be slightly damp, and the nostrils were arched and modeled perfectly, as were the ears.  The hair was black and it was parted in the middle and drawn back of the ears and it was real - he could see every single strand of hair.  Her gown was as black as her hair and draped in such a fashion as to show her shoulders, which were carved wood as white as a stone that has lain a long time in the sun.  She was very beautiful.

	 

	Krovitch felt his throat move and then he stopped and did not say anything.

	 

	Fabian took Riabouchinska from her box.  "My lovely lady" he said. "Carved from the rarest imported woods.  She's appeared in Paris, Rome, Istanbul.  Everyone in the world loves her and thinks she's really human, some sort of incredibly delicate midget creature.  They won't accept that she was once part of many forests growing far away from cities and idiotic people."

	 

	Fabian's wife, Alyce, watched her husband, not taking her eyes from his mouth.  Her eyes did not blink once in all the time he was telling of the doll he held in his arms.  He in turn seemed aware of no one but the doll; the cellar and its people were lost in a mist that settled everywhere.

	 

	But finally the small figure stirred and quivered.  "Please, don’t talk about me!  You know Alyce doesn't like it."

	 

	"Alyce never has liked it" 

	 

	"Shh, don't!" cried Riabouchinska.  "Not here, not now." And then, swiftly, she turned to Krovitch and her tiny lips moved.  "How did it all happen? I mean, Mr. Ockham." 

	 

	Fabian said, "You'd better go to sleep now, Rio."

	 

	"But I don't want to," she replied.  "I've as much right to listen and talk, I'm as much a part of this murder as Alyce or-or Mr. Douglas even." 

	 

	The press agent threw down his cigarette.  "Don't drag me into this, you-" And he looked at the doll as if it had suddenly become six feet tall and were breathing there before him.  

	 

	"It's just that I want the truth to be told."  Riabouchinska turned her head to see all of the room.  "And if I'm locked in my coffin there'll be no truth, for John's a consummate liar and I must watch after him, isn't that right, John?" 

	 

	"Yes," he said, his eyes shut, "I suppose it is."

	 

	"John loves me best of all the women in the world and I love him and try to understand his wrong way of thinking."

	 

	Krovitch hit the table with his flat.  "God damn, oh, God damn it, Fabian! If you think you can-" 

	 

	"I'm helpless," said Fabian.  

	 

	"But she's-" 

	 

	"I know, I know what you want to say," said Fabian quietly, looking at the detective.  "She's in my throat, is that it?  No, no. She's not in my throat.  She's somewhere else.  I don't know.  Here, or here."  He touched his chest, his head.  "She's quick to hide. Sometimes there's nothing I can do.  Sometimes she is only herself, nothing of me at all.  Sometimes she tells me what to do and I must do it.  She stands guard, she reprimands me, is honest where I am dishonest, good when I am wicked as all the sins that ever were.  She lives a life apart.  She's raised a wall in my head and lives there, ignoring me if I try to make her say improper thing, co-operating if I suggest the right words and pantomime."  Fabian sighed.  "So if you intend going on I'm afraid Ria must be present.  Locking her up will do no good, no good at all."

	 

	Lieutenant Krovitch sat silently for the better part of a minute, then made his decision. "All right.  Let her stay.  It just may be, by God, that before the night's over I'll be tired enough to ask even a ventriloquist's dummy questions."

	 

	Krovitch unwrapped a fresh cigar, lit it and puffed smoke.  "So you don't recognize the dead man, Mr. Douglas?" 

	 

	"He looks vaguely familiar.  Could be an actor."  

	 

	Krovitch swore.  "Let's all stop lying, what do you say?  Look at Ockham's shoes, his clothing.  It's obvious he needed money and came here tonight to beg, borrow or steal some. 

	Let me ask you this, Douglas.  Are you in love with Mrs. Fabian?"

	 

	"Now, wait just a moment!" cried Alyce Fabian.

	 

	Krovitch motioned her down.  "You sit there, side by side, the two of you.  I'm not exactly blind.  When a press agent sits where the husband should be sitting, consoling the wife, well!  The way you look at the marionette's coffin, Mrs. Fabian, holding your breath when she appears.  You make fists when she talks. Hell, you're obvious."

	 

	"If you think for one moment I'm jealous of a stick of wood!"

	 

	"Aren't you?"

	 

	"No, no, I'm not!" 

	 

	Fabian moved.  "You needn't tell him anything, Alyce."

	 

	"Let her!"  They all jerked their heads and stared at the small figurine, whose mouth was now slowly shutting.  Even Fabian looked at the marionette as if it had struck him a blow.

	 

	After a long while Alyce Fabian began to speak.  "I married John seven years ago because he said he loved me and because I loved him and I loved Riabouchinska.  At first, anyway.  But then I began to see that he really lived all of his life and paid most of his attentions to her and I was a shadow waiting in the wings every night. He spent fifty thousand dollars a year on her wardrobe -a hundred thousand dollars for a dollhouse with gold and silver and platinum furniture.  He tucked her in a small satin bed each night and talked to her.  I thought it was all an elaborate joke at first and I was wonderfully amused.  But when it finally came to me that I was indeed merely an assistant in his act I began to feel a vague sort of hatred and distrust-not for the marionette, because after all it wasn't her doing, but I felt a terrible growing dislike and hatred for John, because it was his fault.

	 

	He, after all, was the control, and all of his cleverness and natural sadism came out through his relationship with the wooden doll.  And when I finally became very jealous, how silly of me!  It was the greatest tribute I could have paid him and the way he had gone about perfecting the art of throwing his voice.  It was all so idiotic, it was all so strange.  And yet I knew that something had hold of John, just as people who drink have a hungry animal somewhere in them, starving to death.  "So I moved back and forth from anger to pity, from jealousy to understanding.  There were long periods when I didn't hate him at all, and I never hated the thing that Ria was in him, for she was the best half, the good part, the honest and the lovely part of him.  She was everything that he never let himself try to be."

	 

	Alyce Fabian stopped talking and the basement room was silent.

	 

	"Tell about Mr.  Douglas," said a voice, whispering.

	 

	Mrs. Fabian did not look up at the marionette.  With an effort she finished it out.  "When the years passed and there was so little love and understanding from John, I guess it was natural I turned to Mr. Douglas."

	 

	Krovitch nodded.  "Everything begins to fall into place.  Mr. Ockham was a very poor man, down on his luck, and he came to this theater tonight because he knew something about you and Mr.  Douglas. Perhaps he threatened to speak to Mr. Fabian if you didn't buy him

	off.  That would give you the best of reasons to get rid of him."

	 

	"That's even sillier than all the rest," said Alyce Fabian tiredly.  "I didn't kill him."

	 

	"Mr. Douglas might have and not told you."

	 

	"Why kill a man?"  said Douglas.  "John knew all about us."

	 

	"I did indeed," said John Fabian, and laughed.

	 

	He stopped laughing and his hand twitched, hidden in the snowflake interior of the tiny doll, and her mouth opened and shut, opened and shut.  He was trying to make her carry the laughter on after he had stopped, but there was no sound, save the little empty whisper of her lips moving and gasping, while Fabian stared down at the little face and perspiration came out, shining, upon his cheeks.

	 

	The next afternoon lieutenant Krovitch moved through the theater darkness backstage, found the iron stairs and climbed with great thought, biking as much time as he deemed necessary on each step, up to the second-level dressing rooms.  He rapped on one of the thin-paneled doors.  "Come in," said Fabian's voice from what seemed a great distance.

	 

	Krovitch entered and closed the door and stood looking at the man who was slumped before his dressing mirror.  "I have something I'd like to show you," Krovitch said.  His face showing no emotion whatever, he opened a manila folder and pulled out a glossy photograph which he placed on the dressing table.

	 

	John Fabian raised his eyebrows, glanced quickly up at Krovitch and then settled slowly back in his chair.  He put his fingers to the bridge of his nose and massaged his face carefully, as if he had a headache.  Krovitch turned the picture over and began to read from the typewritten data on the back.  "Name, Miss Ilyana Riamonova.  One hundred pounds.  Blue eyes.  Black hair.  Oval face.  Born 1914, New York City.  Disappeared 1934.  Believed a victim of Russo-Slav parentage.  Et cetera, Et cetera."

	 

	Fabian's lip twitched.  Krovitch laid the photograph down, shaking his head thoughtfully.  "It was pretty silly of me to go through police files for a picture of a marionette.  You should have heard the laughter at headquarters.  God.  Still, here she is. Riabouchinska.  Not papier-mache, not wood, not a puppet, but a woman who once lived and moved around and---disappeared."  He looked steadily at Fabian.

	 

	"Suppose you take it from there?"

	 

	Fabian half smiled.  "There's nothing to it at all.  I saw this woman's picture a long time ago, liked her looks and copied my marionette after her."

	 

	"Nothing to it at all."  Krovitch took a deep breath and exhaled, wiping his face with a huge handkerchief.  "Fabian, this very morning I shuffled through a stack of Billboard magazines that high.  In the year 1934 I found an interesting article concerning an act which played on a second-rate circuit, known as Fabian and Sweet William.  Sweet William was a little boy dummy.  There was a girl assistant - Ilyana Riamonova. No picture of her in the article, but I at least had a name, the name of a real person, to go on.  It was simple to check police files then and dig up this picture.  The resemblance, needless to say, between the live woman on one hand and the puppet on the other is nothing short of incredible.  Suppose you go back and tell your story over, Fabian."

	 

	"She was my assistant, that's all.  I simply used her as a model."

	 

	"You're making me sweat," said the detective.

	 

	"Do you think I'm a fool?  Do you think I don't know love when I see it?  I've watched you handle the marionette, I've seen you talk to it, I've seen how you make it react to you.  You're in love with the puppet naturally, because you loved the original woman very, very much.  I've lived too long not to sense that.  Hell, Fabian, stop fencing around."

	 

	Fabian lifted his pale slender hands, turned them over, examined them and let them fall.  "All right. In 1934 I was billed as Fabian and Sweet William.  Sweet William was a small bulb-nosed boy dummy I carved a long time ago.  I was in Los Angeles when this girl appeared at the stage door one night.  She'd followed my work for years.  She was desperate for a job and she hoped to be my assistant..."

	 

	He remembered her in the half-light of the alley behind the theater and how startled he was at her freshness and eagerness to work with and for him and the way the coal rain touched softly down through the narrow alleyway and caught in small spangles through her hair, melting in dark warmness, and the rain beaded upon her white porcelain hand holding her coat together at her neck.

	 

	He saw her lips' motion in the dark and her voice, separated off on another sound track, it seemed, speaking to him in the autumn wind, and he remembered that without his saying yes or no or perhaps she was suddenly on the stage with him, in the great pouring bright light, and in two months he, who had always prided himself on his cynicism and disbelief, had stepped off the rim of the world after her, plunging down a bottomless place of no limit and no light anywhere.

	 

	Arguments followed, and more than arguments--things said and done that lacked all sense and sanity and fairness.  She had edged away from him at last, causing his rages and remarkable hysterias.  Once he burned her entire wardrobe in a fit of jealousy.  She had taken this quietly.

	 

	But then one night he handed her a week's notice, accused her of monstrous disloyalty, shouted at her, seized her, slapped her again and again across the face, bullied her about and thrust her out the door, slamming it!  She disappeared that night.  When he found the next day that she was really gone and there was nowhere to find her, it was like standing in the center of a titanic explosion.  All the world was smashed flat and all the echoes of the explosion came back to reverberate at midnight, at four in the morning, at dawn, and he was up early, stunned with the sound of coffee simmering and the sound of matches being struck and cigarettes lit and himself trying to shave and looking at mirrors that were sickening in their distortion.

	 

	He clipped out all advertisements that he took in the papers and pasted them in neat rows in a scrapbook - all the ads describing her and telling about her and asking for her back.  He even put a private detective on the case.  People talked.  The police dropped by to question him.  There was more talk.

	 

	But she was gone like a piece of white incredibly fragile tissue paper, blown over the sky and down.  A record of her was sent to the largest cities, and that was the end of it for the police.  But not for Fabian.  She might be dead or just run, run away, but wherever she was he knew that somehow in some way he would have her back.

	 

	One night he came home, bringing his own darkness with him, and collapsed upon a chair, and before he knew it he found himself speaking to Sweet William in the totally black room "William, it's all over and done.  I can't keep it up!" And William cried, "Coward! Coward!"  from the air above his head, out of the emptiness.  "You can get her back if

	you want!"  

	 

	Sweet William squeaked and clappered at him in the night. "Yes, you can!  Think!"  he insisted.  "Think of a way.  You can do it. Put me aside, lock me up.  Start all over."

	 

	"Start all over?"

	 

	"Yes," whispered Sweet William, and darkness moved within darkness. "Yes. Buy wood, Buy fine new wood.  Buy hardgrained wood.  Buy beautiful fresh new wood.  And carve.  Carve slowly and carve carefully.  Whittle away.  Cut delicately.  Make the little nostrils so.  And cut her thin black brows round and high, so, and make her cheeks in small hollows.  Carve, carve" 

	 

	"No!  It's foolish.  I could never do it!"

	 

	"Yes you could.  Yes you could, could, could, could... " 

	 

	The voice faded, a ripple of water in an underground stream.  The stream rose up and swallowed him.  His head fell forward.  Sweet William sighed.  And then the two of them lay like stones buried under a waterfall.

	 

	The next morning, John Fabian bought the hardest, finest grained piece of wood that he could find and brought it home and laid it on the table, but could not touch it.  He sat for hours staring at it.  It was impossible to think that out of this cold chunk of material he expected his hands and his memory to re-create something warm and pliable and familiar.  There was no way even faintly to approximate that quality of rain and summer and the first powderings of snow upon a clear pane of glass in the middle of a December night.  No way, no way at all to catch the snowflake without having it melt swiftly in your clumsy fingers.

	 

	And yet Sweet William spoke out, sighing and whispering, after midnight, "You can do it.  Oh, yes, yes, you can do it." And so he began.  It took him an entire month to carve her hands into things as natural and beautiful as shells lying in the sun. Another month and the skeleton, like a fossil imprint he was searching out, stamped and hidden in the wood, was revealed, all febrile and so infinitely delicate as to suggest the veins in the white flesh of an apple.

	 

	And all the while Sweet William lay mantled in dust in his box that was fast becoming a very real coffin.  Sweet William croaking and wheezing some feeble sarcasm, some sour criticism, some hint, some help but dying all the time, fading, soon to be untouched, soon to be like a heath molted in summer and left behind to blow in the wind.

	 

	As the weeks passed and Fabian molded and scraped and polished the new wood, Sweet William lay longer and longer in stricken silence, and one day as Fabian held the puppet in his hand Sweet William seemed to look at him a moment with puzzled eyes and then there was a death rattle in his throat.

	 

	And Sweet William was gone.  Now as he worked, a fluttering, a faint motion of speech began far back in his throat, echoing and re-echoing, speaking silently like a breeze among dry leaves.  And then for the first time he held the doll in a certain way in his hands and memory moved down his arms and into his fingers and from his lingers into the hollowed wood and the tiny hands flickered and the body became suddenly soft and pliable and her eyes opened and looked up at him.

	 

	And the small mouth opened the merest fraction of an inch and she was ready to speak and he knew all of the things that she must say to him, he knew the first and the second and the third things he would have her say.  There was a whisper, a whisper, a whisper.

	 

	The tiny head turned this way gently, that way gently.  The mouth half opened again and began to speak.  And as it spoke he bent his head and he could feel the warm breath-of course it was there!-coming from her mouth, and when he listened very carefully, holding her to his head, his eyes shut, wasn't it there, too, softly, gently-the beating of her

	heart?  

	 

	Krovitch sat in a chair for a full minute after Fabian stopped talking. Finally he said, "I see.  And your wife?"

	 

	"Alyce?  She was my second assistant, of course.  She worked very hard and, God help her, she loved me.  It's hard now to know why I ever married her.  It was unfair of me."

	 

	"What about the dead man--Ockham?"

	 

	"I never saw him before you showed me his body in the theater basement yesterday."

	 

	"Fabian," said the detective.  

	 

	"It's the truth!"

	 

	"Fabian."

	 

	"The truth, the truth, damn it, I swear it's the truth!"

	 

	"The truth."  There was a whisper like the sea coming in on the gray shore at early morning.  The water was ebbing in a fine lace on the sand.  The sky was cold and empty.  There were no people on the shore. The sun was gone.  And the whisper said again, "The truth."

	 

	Fabian sat up straight and took hold of his knees with his thin hands. His face was rigid.  Krovitch found himself making the same motion he had made the day before-looking at the gray ceiling as if it were a November sky and a lonely bird going over and away, gray within the cold grayness.  "The truth."  Fading.  "The truth."

	 

	Krovitch lifted himself and moved as carefully as he could to the far side of the dressing room where the golden box lay open and inside the box the thing that whispered and talked and could laugh sometimes and could sometimes sing.  He carried the golden box over and set it down in front of Fabian and waited for him to put his living hand within the gloved delicate hollowness, waited for-the fine small mouth to quiver and the eyes to focus.  He did not have to wait long.  "The first letter came a month ago."

	 

	"No."

	 

	"The first letter came a month ago."

	 

	"No, no!" 

	 

	"The letter said, "Riabouchinska, born 1914, died 1934.  Born again in 1935."  Mr. Ockham was a juggler.  He'd been on the same bill with John and Sweet William years before.  He remembered that once there had been a woman, before there was a puppet."

	 

	"No, that's not true!"

	 

	"Yes," said the voice.

	 

	Snow was falling in silences and even deeper silences through the dressing room.  Fabian's mouth trembled.  He stared at the blank walls as if seeking some new door by which to escape.  He half rose from his chair.  "Please..."

	 

	"Ockham threatened to tell about us to everyone in the world."

	 

	Krovitch saw the doll quiver, saw the fluttering of the lips, saw Fabian's eyes widen and fix and his throat convulse and tighten as if to stop the whispering.  "I-I was in the room when Mr. Ockham came. I lay in the box and I listened and heard, and I know."  The voice blurred then recovered and went on.  "Mr. Ockham threatened tear me up, burn me into ashes if John didn't pay him thousand dollars.  Then suddenly there was a falling sound. Cry..  Mr. Ockham's head must have struck the floor.  I heard  John cry out and I heard him swearing, I heard him sobbing, I heard a gasping and a choking sound."

	 

	"You heard nothing! You're deaf, you're blind! You! Wood!"  cried Fabian.  

	 

	"But I heard," she said, and stopped as if someone had put hand to her mouth.

	 

	Fabian had leaped to his feet now and stood with the doll in his hand.

	 

	The mouth clapped twice, three times, then finally made words. "The choking sound stopped.  I heard John drag Mr. Ockham down the stairs under the theater the old dressing rooms that haven't been used in years.  Down, down, down I heard them going away and away-down..."

	 

	Krovitch stepped back as if he were watching a motion picture that had suddenly grown monstrously tall.  The figuring terrified and frightened him, they were immense, they threatened to inundate him with size.  Someone had turned up the sound so that it screamed.

	 

	He saw Fabian's teeth, a grimace, a whisper, a clench. He saw the man's eyes squeeze shut.

	 

	Now the soft voice was so high and faint it trembled toward nothingness.  "I'm not made to live this way. This way.  There’s nothing for us now.  Everyone will know, everyone will.  Even when you killed him and I lay asleep last night, I dreamed.  I knew I realized.  We both knew, we both realized that these would be our last days, our last hours.  Because while I've lived with your weakness and I've lived with your lies, I can't live with something that kills and hurts in killing. There's no way to go on from here. How can I live alongside such knowledge?.."

	 

	Fabian held her into the sunlight which shone dimly though the small dressing-room window.  She looked at him and there was nothing in her eyes.  His hand shook and shaking made the marionette tremble, too.

	 

	Her mouth close and opened, closed and opened, closed and opened, again and again and again.

	 

	Silence.

	 

	Fabian moved his fingers unbelievingly to his own mouth.  A film slid across his eyes.  He looked like a man lost in the street, trying to remember the number of a certain house, trying to find a certain window with a certain light He swayed about, staring at the walls, at Krovitch, at the doll, at his free hand, turning the fingers over, touching his throat, opening his mouth.  He listened.

	 

	Miles away in a cave, a single wave came in from the sea and whispered down in foam.  A gull moved soundlessly, not beating its wings — a shadow.  "She's gone.  She's gone.  I can't find her.  She's run off. I can’t find her. I can’t find her.  I try, I try, but she's run away off far.  Will you help me?  Will you help me find her?  Will you help me find her?  Will you please help me find her?"

	 

	Riabouchinska slipped bonelessly from his limp hand, folded over and glided noiselessly down to lie upon the cold floor, her eyes closed, her mouth shut.

	 

	Fabian did not look at her as Krovitch led him out the door.

	 



Bright Phoenix 1963

 

One day in April 2022 the great library door slammed flat shut.

Thunder.

Hullo, I thought.

At the bottom step glowering up at my desk, in a United Legion uniform which no longer hung as neatly upon him as it had twenty years before, stood Jonathan Barnes.

Seeing his bravado momentarily in pause, I recalled ten thousand Veterans’ speeches sprayed from his mouth, the endless wind-whipped flag parades he had hustled, panted through, the grease-cold chicken and green-pea patriot banquets he had practically cooked himself; the civic drives stillborn in his hat.

Now Jonathan Barnes stomped up the creaking main library steps, giving each the full downthrust of his power, weight, and new authority. His echoes, rushed back from the vast ceilings, must have shocked even him into better manners, for when he reached my desk, I felt his warmly liquored breath stir mere whispers on my face.

“I’m here for the books,

Tom.”

I turned casually to check some index cards. “When they’re ready, we’ll call you.”

“Hold on,” he said. “Wait-”

“You’re here to pick up the

Veterans’ Salvage books for hospital distribution?”

“No, no,” he cried.

“I’m here for all the books.”

I gazed at him.

“Well,” he said, “most of

them.”

“Most?” I blinked once, then bent to riffle the files. “Only ten volumes to a person at a time. Let’s see. Here! Why, you let your card expire when you were twenty years old, thirty years ago. See?” I held it up.


Barnes

put both hands on the desk and leaned his great bulk upon them. “I see that you are interfering.” His face began to color, his breath to husk and rattle. “I don’t need a card for my work!”

So loud was his whisper that a myriad of white pages stopped butterflying under far green lamps in the big stone rooms.

Faintly, a few books thudded shut.

Reading people lifted their serene faces.

Their eyes, made antelope by the time and weather of this place, pleaded for silence to return, as it always must when a tiger has come and gone from a special fresh-water spring, as this surely was. Looking at these upturned, gentle faces I thought of my forty years of living, working, even sleeping here among hidden lives and vellumed, silent, and imaginary people. Now, as always, I considered my library as a cool cavern or fresh, ever growing forest into which men passed from the heat of the day and the fever of motion to refresh their limbs and bathe their minds an hour in the grass-shade illumination, in the sound of small breezes wandered out from the turning and turning of the pale soft book pages. Then, better focused, their ideas rehung upon their frames, their flesh made easy on their bones, men might walk forth into the blast furnace of reality, noon, mob-traffic, improbably senescence, inescapable death.

I had seen thousands careen into my library starved, and leave well-fed. I had watched lost people find themselves. I had known realists to dream and dreamers to come awake in this marble sanctuary where silence was a marker in each book.

“Yes,” I said at last. “But it will only take a moment to re-register you. Fill in this new card. Give two reliable references-”

“I don’t need

references,” said Jonathan Barnes, “to burn books!”

“Contrarily,” said I.

“You’ll need even more, to do that.”

“My men are my references. They’re

waiting outside for the books. They’re dangerous.”

“Men like that always

are.”

“No no, I mean the books, idiot. The books are dangerous. Good God, no two agree. All the damn double-talk. All the lousy babel and slaver and spit.

So, we’re out to simplify, clarify, hew to the line. We need-”

“To talk this

over,” said I, taking up a copy of Demosthenes, tucking it under my arm.

“It’s time for my dinner. Join me, please-”

I was halfway to the door when

Barnes, wide-eyed, suddenly remembered the silver whistle hung from his blouse, jammed it to his wet lips, and gave it a piercing blast.


The library doors burst

wide. A flood of black charcoal-burned uniformed men collided boisterously upstairs.

I called, softly.

They stopped, surprised.

“Quietly,” I said.


Barnes

seized my arm. “Are you opposing due process?”

“No,” I said. “I won’t even

ask to see your property invasion permit. I wish only silence as you work.”

The readers at the tables had leaped up at the storm of feet. I patted the air. They sat back down and did not glance up again at these men crammed into their tight dark char-smeared suits who stared at my mouth now as if they disbelieved my cautions. Barnes nodded. The men moved swiftly, on tiptoe, through the big library rooms. With extra care, with proper stealth, they raised the windows. Soundlessly, whispering, they collected books from the shelves to toss down toward the evening yard below. Now and again they scowled at the readers who calmly went on leafing through their books, but made no move to seize these volumes, and continued emptying the shelves.

“Good,” said

I.

“Good?” asked Barnes.

“Your men can work without you. Take five.”


And I

was out in the twilight so quickly he could only follow, bursting with unvoiced questions. We crossed the green lawn where a huge portable Hell was drawn up hungrily, a fat black tar-daubed own from which shot red-orange and gaseous blue flames into which men were shoveling the wild birds, the literary doves which soared crazily down to flop broken-winged, the precious flights poured from every window to thump the earth, to be kerosene-soaked and chucked in the gulping furnace. As we passed this destructive if colorful industry, Barnes mused.

“Funny. Should be crowds, a thing like this. But… no crowd. How do you figure?”

I left him. He had to run to catch up.

In the small café across the

street we took a table and Barnes, irritable for no reason he could say, called out, “Service! I’ve got to get back to work!”

Walter, the proprietor,

stolled over, with some dog-eared menus. Walter looked at me. I winked.


Walter

looked at Jonathan Barnes.

Walter said, “‘Come live with me and by my love; and we will all the pleasures prove.’”

“What?” Jonathan Barnes

blinked.

“’ Call me Ishmael,’” said Walter.

“Ishmael,” I said. “We’ll

have coffee to start.”

Walter came back with the coffee.

“’Tiger! Tiger!

Burning bright,’” he said. “’In the forest of the night.’”


Barnes

stared after the man who walked away casually. “What’s eating him? Is he nuts?”

“No,” I said. “But go on with what you were saying back at the library. Explain.”

“Explain?” said Barnes. “My God, you’re all sweet reason. All right, I will explain. This is a tremendous experiment. A test town.

If the burning works here, it’ll work anywhere. We don’t burn everything, no no. You noticed, my men cleaned only certain shelves and categories? We’ll eviscerate about forty-nine point two percent. Then we’ll report our success to the overall government committee-”

“Excellent,” I said.

Barnes eyed me.

“How can you be so cheerful?”

“Any library’s problem,” I said. “is where to put the books. You’ve helped me solve it.”

“I thought you’d be…

afraid.”

“I’ve been around Trash Men all my life.”

“I beg

pardon?”

“Burning is burning. Whoever does it is a Trash Man.”

“Chief

Censor, Green Town, Illinois, damn it!”

A new man, a waiter, came with the

coffee pot steaming.

“Hullo, Keats,” I said.

“’Season of mists and mellow

fruitfulness,’” said the waiter.

“Keats?” said the Chief Censor. “His name isn’t Keats.”

“Silly of me,” I said. “This is a Greek restaurant. Right, Plato?”

The waiter refilled my cup. “’The people have always some champion whom they set over them and nurse into greatness…This and no other is the root from which a tyrant springs; when he first appears he is a protector.’”

Barnes leaned forward to squint at the waiter, who did not move. Then Barnes busied himself blowing on his coffee: “As I see it, our plan is simple as one and one make two…”

The waiter said, “’I have hardly ever known a mathematician who was capable of reasoning.’”

“Damn it!” Barnes

slammed his cup down. “Peace! Get away while we eat, you, Keats, Plato, Holdridge, that’s your name. I remember now, Holdridge! What’s all this other junk?”

“Just fancy,” said I. “Conceit.”

“Damn fancy, and to hell

with conceit, you can eat alone, I’m getting out of this madhouse.” And Barnes gulped his coffee as the waiter and proprietor watched and I watched him gulping and across the street the bright bonfire in the gut of the monster device burned fiercely. Our silent watching caused Barnes to freeze at last with the cup in his hand and the coffee dripping off his chin. “Why? Why aren’t you yelling? Why aren’t you fighting me?”

“But I am fighting,” I said, taking

the book from under my arm. I tore a page from Demosthenes, let Barnes see the name, rolled it into a fine Havana cigar shape, lit it, puffed it, and said, “’Though a man escape every other danger, he can never wholly escape those who do not want such a person as he is to exist.’”

Barnes was on his feet,

yelling, the “cigar” was torn from my mouth, stomped on, and the Chief Censor was out of the door, almost in one motion.

I could only follow.

On the sidewalk,

Barnes collided with an old man who was entering the café. The old man almost fell. I grabbed his arm.

“Professor Einstein,” I said.

“Mr. Shakespeare,” he

said.

Barnes fled.

*

I found him on the lawn by the old and beautiful library where the dark men, who wafted of kerosene perfume from their every motion, still dumped vast harvestings of gun-shot dead pigeon, dying pheasant books, all autumn gold and silver from the high windows. But…softly. And while this still, almost serene, pantomime continued, Barnes stood screaming silently, the scream clenched in his teeth, tongue, lips, cheeks, gagged back so none could hear. But the scream flew out of his wild eyes in flashes and was held for discharge in his knotted fists, and shuttled in colors about his face, now pale, now red as he glared at me, at the café, at the damned proprietor, at the terrible waiter who now waved amiably back at him. The Baal incinerator rumbled its appetite, spark-burned the lawn. Barnes stared full at the blind yellow-red sun in its raving stomach.

“You,” I called up easily at the men who paused.

“City Ordinance. Closing time is nine sharp. Please be done by then. Wouldn’t want to break the law-Good Evening, Mr. Lincoln.”

“’Four Score,’” said a

man, passing, “’and seven years-‘”

“Lincoln?” The Chief Censor turned

slowly. “That’s Bowman. Charlie Bowman. I know you, Charlie, come back here, Charlie, Chuck!”

But the man was gone, and cars drove by, and now and again as the burning progressed men called to me and I called back, and whether it was, “Mr. Poe!” or hullo to some small bleak stranger with a name like Freud, each time I called in good humor and they replied, Mr. Barnes twitched as if another arrow had pierced, sunk deep in his quivering bulk and he were dying slowly of a hidden seepage of fire and raging life. And still no crowd gathered to watch the commotion.

Suddenly, for no discernable reason, Mr. Barnes shut his eyes, opened his mouth wide, gathered air, and shouted, “Stop!”


The men ceased shoveling

the books out of the window above.

“But,” I said, “it’s not closing

time…”

“Closing time! Everybody out!” Deep holes had eaten away the center of Jonathan Barnes’ eyes. Within, there was no bottom. He seized the air. He pushed down. Obediently, all the windows crashed like guillotines, chiming their panes.

The dark men, bewildered, came out and down the steps.

“Chief Censor.”

I handed him a key which he would not take, so I forced his fist shut on it.

“Come back tomorrow, observe silence, finish up.”


The Chief Censor let his

bullet-hole gaze, his emptiness, search without finding me.

“How…how long has

this gone on…?”

“This?”

“This…and…that…and them.”


He tried but

could not nod at the café, the passing cars, the quiet readers descending from the warm library now, nodding as they passed into cold dark, friends, one and all. His blind man’s rectal gaze ate holes where my face was. His tongue, anesthetized, stirred. “Do you think you can all fool me, me, me?”


I did not

answer.

“How can you be sure,” he said. “I won’t burn people, as well as books?”

I did not answer.

I left him standing in the complete night.

Inside, I

checked out the last volumes of those leaving the library now with night come on and shadows everywhere and the great Baal machinery churning smoke, its fire dying in the spring grass where the Chief Censor stood like a poured cement statue, not seeing his men drive off. His fist suddenly flew high. Something swift and bright flew up to crack the front-door glass. Then Barnes turned and walked after the incinerator as it trundled off, a fat black funeral urn unraveling long tissues and scarves of black bunting smoke and fast-vanishing crepe.

I sat listening.

In the far rooms, filled with soft jungle illumination, there was a lovely autumnal turning of leaves, faint sifts of breathing, infinitesimal quirks, the gesture of a hand, the glint of a ring, the intelligent squirrel blink of an eye. Some nocturnal voyager sailed between the half-empty stacks. In porcelain serenity, the restroom waters flowed down to a still and distant sea. My people, my friends, one by one, passed from the cool marble, the green glades, out into a night better than we could ever have hoped for.

At nine, I went out to pick up the thrown front-door key. I let the last reader, an old man, out with me, and as I was locking up, he took a deep breath of cool air, looked at the town, the spark-burned lawn, and said, “Will they come back again, ever?”

“Let them. We’re ready for them, aren’t we?”


The

old man took my hand. “’The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together.’”

We moved down the steps.

“Good evening, Isaiah,” I

said.

“Mr. Socrates,” he said. “Good night.”

And each walked his own way, in

the dark.



The Best of All Possible Worlds




1963
The two men sat swaying side by side, unspeaking for the long while it took for the train to move through cold December twilight, pausing at one country station after another. As the twelfth depot was left behind, the older of the two men muttered, “Idiot, Idiot!” under his breath.

“What?” The younger man glanced up from his Times.

The old man nodded bleakly. “Did you see that damn fool rush off just now, stumbling after that woman who smelled of Chanel?”

“Oh, her?” The young man looked as if he could not decide whether to laugh or be depressed. “I followed her off the train once myself.”

The old man snorted and closed his eyes. “I too, five years ago.”

The young man stared at his companion as if he had found a friend in a most unlikely spot.

“Did - did the same thing happen once you reached the end of the platform?”

“Perhaps. Go on.”

“Well, I was twenty feet behind her and closing up fast when her husband drove into the station with a carload of kids! Bang! The car door slammed. I saw her Cheshire-cat smile as she drove away. I waited half an hour, chilled to the bone, for another train. It taught me something, by God!”

“It taught you nothing whatsoever,” replied the older man drily. “Idiot bulls, that’s all of us, you, me, them, silly boys jerking like laboratory frogs if someone scratches our itch.”

“My grandpa once said, ‘Big in the hunkus, small in the brain, that is man’s fate.’”

“A wise man. But, now, what do you make of her?’

“That woman? Oh, she likes to keep in trim. It must pep up her liver to know that with a little mild eye-rolling she can make the lemmings swarm any night on this train. She has the best of all possible worlds, don’t you think? Husband, children, plus the knowledge she’s neat packaging and can prove it five trips a week, hurting no one, least of all herself. And, everything considered, she’s not much to look at. It’s just she smells so good.”

“Tripe,” said the old man. “It won’t wash. Purely and simply, she’s a woman. All women are women, all men are dirty goats. Until you accept that, you will be rationalizing your glands all your life. As it is, you will know no rest until you are seventy or (hereabouts. Meanwhile, self-knowledge may give you whatever solace can be had in a sticky situation. Given all these essential and inescapable truths, few men ever strike a balance. Ask a man if he is happy and he will immediately think you are asking if he is satisfied. Satiety is most men’s Edenic dream. I have known only one man who came heir to the very best of all possible worlds, as you used the phrase.”

“Good Lord,” said the young man, his eyes shining, “I wouldn’t mind hearing about him.”

“I hope there’s time. This chap is the happiest ram, the most carefree bull, in history. Wives and girl friends galore, as the sales pitch says. Yet he has no qualms, guilts, no feverish nights of lament and self-chastisement.”

“Impossible,” the young man put in. “You can’t eat your cake and digest it, too!”

“He did, he does, he will! Not a tremour, not a trace of moral seasickness after an all-night journey over a choppy sea of innersprings! Successful businessman. Apartment in New York on the best street, the proper height above traffic, plus a long-weekend Bucks County place on a more than correct little country stream where he herds his nannies, the happy farmer. But I met him first at his New York apartment last year, when he had just married. At dinner, his wife was truly gorgeous, snow-cream arms, fruity lips, an amplitude of harvest land below the line, a plenitude above. Honey in the horn, the full apple barrel through winter, she seemed thus to me and her husband, who nipped her bicep in passing. Leaving, at midnight, I found myself raising a hand to slap her on the flat of her flank like a thoroughbred. Falling down in the elevator, life floated out from under me. I nickered.”

“Your powers of description,” said the young commuter, breathing heavily, “are incredible.”

“I write advertising copy,” said the older. “But to continue. I met let us call him Smith again not two weeks later. Through sheer coincidence I was invited to crash a party by a friend. When I arrived in Bucks County, whose place should it turn out to be but Smith’s! And near him, in the center of the living room, stood this dark Italian beauty, all tawny panther, all midnight and moonstones, dressed in earth colours, browns, siennas, tans, umbers, all the tones of a riotously fruitful autumn. In the babble I lost her name. Later I saw Smith crush her like a great sunwarmed vine of lush October grapes in his arms. Idiot fool, I thought. Lucky dog, I thought. Wife in town, mistress in country. He is trampling out the vintage, et cetera, and all that. Glorious. But I shall not stay for the wine festival, I thought, and slipped away, unnoticed.”

“I can’t stand too much of this talk,” said the young commuter, trying to raise the window.

“Don’t interrupt,” said the older man. “Where was I?”

“Trampled. Vintage.”

“Oh, yes! Well, as the party broke up, I finally caught the lovely Italian’s name. Mrs.Smith!”

“He’d married again, eh?”

“Hardly. Not enough time. Stunned, I thought quickly, He must have two sets of friends. One set knows his city wife. The other set knows this mistress whom he calls wife. Smith’s too smart for bigamy. No other answer. Mystery.”

“Go on, go on,” said the young commuter feverishly.

“Smith, in high spirits, drove me to the train station that night. On the way he said, ‘What do you think of my wives?’

“‘Wives, plural?’ I said.

” ‘Plural, hell,’ he said. ‘I’ve had twenty in the last three years, each better than the last! Twenty, count them, twenty! Here!’ As we stopped at the station he pulled out a thick photo wallet. He glanced at my face as he handed it over, ‘No, no,’ he laughed, ‘I’m not Bluebeard with a score of old theater trunks in the attic crammed full of former mates. Look!’

“I flipped the pictures. They flew by like an animated film. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, the plain, the exotic, the fabulously impertinent or the sublimely docile gazed out at me, smiling, frowning. The flutter-flicker hypnotized, then haunted me. There was something terribly familiar about each photo.

” ‘Smith,’ I said, ‘you must be very rich to afford all these wives.’

” ‘Not rich, no. Look again!’

“I flipped the montage in my hands. I gasped. I knew.

” ‘The Mrs.Smith I met tonight, the Italian beauty, is the one and only Mrs.Smith,’ I said. ‘But, at the same time, the woman I met in New York two weeks ago is also the one and only Mrs. Smith. It can only follow that both women are one and the same!’

” ‘Correct!’ cried Smith, proud of my sleuthing.

” ‘Impossible!’ I blurted out.

” ‘No,’ said Smith, elated. ‘My wife is amazing. One of the finest off-Broadway actresses when I met her. Selfishly I asked her to quit the stage on pain of severance of our mutual insanity, our rampaging up one side of a chaise-longue and down the other. A giantess made dwarf by love, she slammed the door on the theater, to run down the alley with me. The first six months of our marriage, the earth did not move, it shook. But, inevitably, fiend that 1 am, I began to watch various other women ticking by like wondrous pendulums. My wife caught me noting the time. Meanwhile, she had begun to cast her eyes on passing theatrical billboards. I found her nesting with the New York Times next-morning reviews, desperately tearful. Crisis! How to combine two violent careers, that of passion-disheveled actress and that of anxiously rambling ram?’

” ‘One night,’ said Smith, ‘I eyed a peach Melba that drifted by. Simultaneously, an old playbill blew in the wind and clung to my wife’s ankle. It was as if these two events, occurring within the moment, had shot a window shade with a rattling snap clear to the top of its roll. Ligit poured in! My wife seized my arm. Was she or was she not an actress? She was! Well, then, well! She sent me packing for twenty-four hours, wouldn’t let me in the apartment, as she hurried about some vast and exciting preparations. When I returned home the next afternoon at the blue hour, as the French say in their always twilight language, my wife had vanished! A dark Latin put out her hand to me. “I am a friend of your wife’s,” she said and threw herself upon me, to nibble my ears, crack my ribs, until I held her, off and, suddenly suspicious, cried, “This is no woman I’m with - this is my wife!” And we both fell laughing to the floor. This was my wife, with a different cosmetic, different couturier, different posture and intonation. “My actress!” I said. “Your actress!” she laughed. “Tell me what I should be and I’ll be it. Carmen? All right, I’m Carmen. Brunhild? Why not? I’ll study, create and, when you grow bored, re-create. I’m enrolled at the Dance Academy. I’ll learn to sit, stand, walk, ten thousand ways. I’m chin deep in speech lessons, I’m signed at the Berlitz! I am also a member of the Yamayuki Judo Club -” “Good Lord,” I cried, “what for?” “This!” she replied, and tossed me head over heels into bed!’

” ‘Well,’ said Smith, ‘from that day on I’ve lived Reilly and nine other Irishmen’s lives! Unnumbered fancies have passed me in delightful shadow plays of women all colours, shapes, sizes, fevers! My wife, finding her proper stage, our parlour, and audience, me, has fulfilled her need to be the greatest actress in the land. Too small an audience? No! For I, with my ever-wandering tastes, am there to meet her, whichever part she plays. My jungle talent coincides with her wide-ranging genius. So, caged at last, yet free, loving her I love everyone. It’s the best of all possible worlds, friend, the best of all possible worlds.’

“

 

There was a moment of silence.

The train rumbled down the track in the new December darkness.

The two commuters, the young and the old, were thoughtful now, considering the story just finished.

At last the younger ma n swallowed and nodded in awe. “Your friend Smith solved his problem, all right.”

“He did.”

The young man debated a moment, then smiled quietly. “I have a friend, too. His situation was similar, but - different. Shall I call him Quillan?”

“Yes,” said the old man, “but hurry. I get off soon.”

“Quillan,” said the young man quickly, “was in a bar one night with a fabulous redhead. The crowd parted before her like the sea before Moses. Miraculous, I thought, revivifying, beyond the senses! A week later, in Greenwich, I saw Quillan ambling along with a dumpy little woman, his own age, of course, only thirty-two, but she’d gone to seed young. Tatty, the English would say; pudgy, snouty-nosed, not enough make-up, wrinkled stockings, spider’s-nest hair, and immensely quiet; she was content to walk along, it seemed, just holding Quillan’s hand. Ha, I thought, here’s his poor little parsnip wife who loves the earth he treads, while other nights he’s out winding up that incredible robot redhead! How sad, what a shame. And I went on my way.

“A month later I met Quillan again. He was about to dart into a dark entranceway in MacDougal Street, when he saw me. ‘Oh, God!’ he cried, sweating. ‘Don’t tell on me! My wife must never know!’

“I was about to swear myself to secrecy when a woman called to Quillan from a window above.

“I glanced up. My jaw dropped.

“There in the window stood the dumpy, seedy little woman!!

“So suddenly it was clear. The beautiful redhead was his wife! She danced, she sang, she talked loud and long, a brilliant intellectual, the goddess Siva, thousand-limbed, the finest throw pillow ever sewn by mortal hand. Yet she was strangely - tiring.

“So my friend Quillan had taken this obscure Village room where, two nights a week, he could sit quietly in the mouse-brown silence or walk on the dim streets with this good homely dumpy comfortably mute woman who was not his wife at all, as I had quickly supposed, but his mistress!

“I looked from Quillan to his plump companion in the window above and wrung his hand with new warmth and understanding. ‘Mum’s the word!’ I said. The last I saw of them, they were seated in a delicatessen, Quillan and his mistress, their eyes gently touching each other, saying nothing, eating pastrami sandwiches. He too had, if you think about it, the best of all possible worlds.”

The train roared, shouted its whistle and slowed. Both men, rising, stopped and looked at each other in surprise. Both spoke at once:

“You get off at this stop?”

Both nodded, smiling.

Silently they made their way back and, as the train stopped in the chill December night, alighted and shook hands.

“Well, give my best to Mr. Smith.”

“And mine to Mr. Quillan!”

Two horns honked from opposite ends of the station. Both men looked at one car. A beautiful woman was in it. Both looked at the other car. A beautiful woman was in it.

They separated, looking back at each other like two schoolboys, each stealing a glance at the car toward which the other was moving.

“I wonder,” thought the old man, “if that woman down there is…”

“I wonder,” thought the young man, “if that lady in his car could be…”

But both were running now. Two car doors slammed like pistol shots ending a matinee.

The cars drove off. The station platform stood empty. It being December and cold, snow soon fell like a curtain.



	THE VACATION (1963) 

	 

	It was a day as fresh as grass growing up and clouds going over and butterflies coming down can make it.  It was a day compounded from silences of bee and flower and ocean and land, which were not silences at all, but motions, stirs, flutters, risings, fallings, each in its own time and matched rhythm.  The land did not move, but moved.  The sea was no still, yet was still.  Paradox flowed into paradox, stillness mixed with stillness, sound with sound.  The flowers vibrated and the bees fell in separate and small showers of golden rain on the clover.  The seas of hill and the seas of oceans were divided, each from the other's motion, by a rail road track, empty, compounded of rust and iron marrow, track on which, quite obviously, no train had run in many years.  Thirty miles north it swirled on away to

	further miles of distance, thirty miles south it tunneled islands of cloud shadow that changed their continental positions on the side of far mountains as you watched.

	 

	Now, suddenly, the railroad track began to tremble.  A blackbird, standing on the rail, felt a rhythm grow, faintly, miles away, like a heart beginning to beat.

	 

	The blackbird leaped up over the sea.  The rail continued to vibrate softly until, at long last around a curve and along the shore came a small handcar, its two-cylinder engine popping and spluttering in the great silence.

	 

	On top of this small four-wheeled car, on a double-side bench facing in two directions and with a little surrey row above for shade, sat a man, his wife and their small seven year-old son.  As the handcar traveled through lonely stretch after lonely stretch, the wind whipped their eyes and blew their hair, but they did not look back but only ahead.  Sometimes they looked eagerly as a curve unwound itself, sometimes with great sadness, but always watchful, ready for the next scene.

	 

	As they hit a level straightaway, the machine engine gasped and stopped abruptly.  In the now crushing silence, it seemed that the quiet of earth, sky and sea itself, by its friction, brought the car to a wheeling halt.

	 

	"Out of gas."  The man, sighing, reached for the extra can in the small storage bin and began to pour it into the tank.

	 

	His wife and son sat quietly looking at the sea, listening to the muted thunder, the whisper, the drawing back of huge tapestries of sand, gravel, green weed, and foam.  "Isn't the sea nice?"  said the woman.

	 

	"I like it," said the boy.  "Shall we picnic here, while we're at it?"

	 

	The man focused some binoculars on the green peninsula ahead.

	 

	"Might as well.  The rails have rusted badly. There's a break ahead. We may have to wait while I set a few back in place."

	 

	"As many as there are," said the boy, "we’ll have picnics!"

	 

	The woman tried to smile at this, then turned her grave attention to the man.  "How far have we come today?"

	 

	"Not ninety miles."  The man still peered through the glasses, squinting, "I don't like to go farther than that any one day, anyway. If you rush, there's no time to see.  We’ll reach Monterey day after tomorrow, Palo Alto the next day, if you want."

	 

	The woman removed her great shadowing straw bat, which had been tied over her golden hair with a bright yellow ribbon, and stood perspiring faintly, away from the machine.  They had ridden so steadily on the shuddering rail car that the motion was sewn into their bodies.

	 

	Now, with the stopping, they felt odd, on the verge of unraveling.

	 

	"Let’s eat!" The boy ran the wicker lunch basket down to the shore.

	 

	The boy and the woman were already seated by a spread tablecloth when the man came down to them, dressed in his business suit and vest and tie and hat as if he expected to meet someone along the way.  As he dealt out the sandwiches and exhumed the pickles from their cool green Mason jars, he began to loosen his tie and unbutton his vest, always looking around as if he should be careful and ready to button up again.

	 

	"Are we all alone, Papa?"  said the boy, eating.

	 

	"Yes.  

	 

	"No one else, anywhere?" 

	 

	"No one else."

	 

	"Were there people before?"

	 

	"Why do you keep asking that?  It wasn't that long ago. Just a few months.  You remember."

	 

	"Almost.  If I try hard, then I don't remember at all."  The boy let a handful of sand fall through his fingers.  "Were there as many people as there is sand here on the beach? What happened to them?" "I don't know," the man said, and it was true.

	 

	They had wakened one morning and the world was empty. The neighbors' clothesline was still strung with blowing white wash, cars gleamed in front of other 7-A.m. cottages, but there were no farewells, the city did not hum with it mighty arterial traffics, phones did not alarm themselves children, did not wail in sunflower wildernesses.

	 

	Only the night before, he and his wife had been sitting at the front porch when the evening paper was delivered, and not even daring to open the headlines out, he had said, "I wonder when He will get tired of us and just rub us all out?"  

	 

	"It has gone pretty far," she said. "On and on.  We're such fools, aren't we?"

	 

	"Wouldn't it be nice-" he lit his pipe and puffed it "if we woke tomorrow and everyone in the world was gone and everything was starting over?" He sat smoking, the paper folded in his hand, his head resting back on the chair.  

	 

	"If you could press a button right now and make it happen, would you?" 

	 

	"I think I would," he said.  "Nothing violent.  Just hey everyone vanish off the face of the earth.  Just leave the land and the sea and the growing things, like flowers and grass and fruit trees.  And the animals, of course, let them stay. Everything except man, who hunts when he isn't hungry, cruel when full, and is mean when no one's bothered him."

	 

	"Naturally, we would be left."  She smiled quietly.  

	 

	"I’d like that," he mused.  "All of time ahead.  The longest summer vacation in history.  And us out for the longest picnic-basket lunch in memory.  Just you, me and

	Jim.  No commuting.  No keeping up with the Joneses.  Not even a car, I’d like to find another way of traveling, an older way.  Then, a hamper full of sandwiches, three bottles of pop, pick up supplies where you need them from empty grocery stores in empty towns, and summertime forever up ahead ..."

	 

	They sat a long while on the porch in silence, the newspaper folded between them.

	 

	At last she opened her mouth.  "Wouldn't we be lonely?"  she said.

	 

	So that's how it was the morning of the new world.  They had awakened to the soft sounds of an earth that was now no more than a meadow, and the cities of the earth sinking back into seas of saber-grass, marigold, marguerite and morning-glory.  They had taken it with remarkable calm at first, perhaps because they had not liked the city for so many years, and had had so many friends who were not truly friends, and had lived a boxed and separate life of their own within a mechanical hive.

	 

	The husband arose and looked out the window and observed very calmly, as if it were a weather condition, "Everyone's gone," knowing this just by the sounds the city had ceased to make.

	 

	They took their time over breakfast, for the boy was still asleep, and then the husband sat back and said, "Now I must plan what to do."

	 

	"Do?  Why ... why, you'll go to work, of course."

	 

	"You still don't believe it, do you?"  He laughed.  "That I won't be rushing off each day at eight-ten, that Jim won't go to school again ever.  Schools are out for all of us!  No more pencils, no more books, no more boss’s sassy looks!  We’re let out, darling, and we'll never come back to the silly damn dull routines.  Come on!" And he had walked her through the still and empty city streets.  

	 

	"They didn’t die," he said. "They just went away."

	 

	"What about the other cities?" He went to an outdoor phone booth and dialed Chicago, then New York, then San Francisco.

	 

	Silence, Silence.  Silence.  

	 

	"That’s it," he said, replacing the receiver.  

	 

	"I feel guilty," she said.  "Them gone and us here.  And I feel happy.  Why?  I should be unhappy."

	 

	"Should you?  There's no tragedy. They weren't tortured or blasted or burned.  They went easily and they didn't know.  And now we owe nothing to no-one.  Our only responsibility is being happy.  Thirty more years of happiness, wouldn't that be good?" 

	 

	"But... then we must have more children!"

	 

	"To repopulate the world?"  He shook his head slowly, calmly.  "No. Let Jim be the last.  After he's grown and gone let the horses and cows and ground squirrels and garden spiders have the world.  They'll get on.  And someday some other species that can combine a natural happiness with a natural curiosity will build cities that won't even look like cities to us, and survive.  Right now, let's go pack a basket, wake Jim, and get going on that long thirty-year summer vacation.  I'll beat you to the house!" 

	 

	He took a sledge hammer from the small rail car, and while he worked alone for half an hour fixing the rusted rails into place the woman and the boy ran along the shore.  They came back with dripping shells, a dozen or more, and some beautiful pink pebbles, and sat and the boy took school from the mother, doing homework on a pad with a pencil for a time, and then at high noon the man came down, his coat off, his tie thrown aside, and they drank orange pop, watching the bubbles surge up, glutting, inside the bottles.  It was quiet.

	 

	They listened to the sun time the old iron rails. The smell of hot tar on the ties moved about them in the salt wind, as the husband tapped his atlas map lightly and gently.  

	 

	"We'll go to Sacramento next month, May, then work up toward Seattle.  Should make that by July first, July's a good month in Washington, then back down as the weather cools, to Yellowstone, a few miles a day, hunt here, fish there..."

	 

	The boy, bored, moved away to throw sticks into the sea and wade out like a dog to retrieve them.

	 

	The man went on: "Winter in Tucson, then, part of the winter, moving toward Florida, up the coast in the spring, and maybe New York by June. Two years from now, Chicago in the summer.  Winter, three years from now, what about Mexico City?  Anywhere the rails lead us, anywhere at all and if we come to an old offshoot rail line we don't know anything about, what the hell, we'll just take it, go down it, to see where it goes.  And some year, by God, we'll boat down the Mississippi, always wanted to do that.  Enough to cost us a lifetime. And that's just how long I want to take to do it all..."

	 

	His voice faded.  He started to fumble the map shut, but, before he could move, a bright thing fell through the air and hit the paper.

	 

	It rolled off into the sand and made a wet lump.

	 

	His wife glanced at the wet place in the sand and then swiftly searched his face.  His solemn eyes were too bright.  And down one cheek was a track of wetness.

	 

	She gasped.  She took his hand and held it, tight.  He clenched her hand very hard, his eyes shut now, and slowly he said, with difficulty, "Wouldn’t it be nice if we went to sleep tonight and in the night, somehow, it all came back.  All the foolishness, all the noise, all the hate, all the terrible things, all the nightmares, all the wicked people and stupid children, all the mess, all the smallness, all the confusion, all the hope, all the need, all the love.  Wouldn't it be nice."

	 

	She waited and nodded her head once.

	 

	Then both of them started.

	 

	For standing between them, they knew not for how long, was their son, an empty pop bottle in one hand.

	 

	The boy's face was pale.  With his free hand he reached out to touch his father's cheek, where the single tear had made its track.

	 

	"You," he said.  "Oh, Dad, you.. You haven’t anyone to play with, either."

	 

	The wife started to speak.  The husband moved to take the boy's hand.

	 

	The boy jerked back.  "Silly!  Oh, silly! Silly fools! Oh, you dumb, dumb!" And, whirling, he rushed down to the ocean and stood there crying loudly.

	 

	The wife rose to follow, but the husband stopped her.  "No.  Let him."

	 

	And then they both grew cold and quiet.  For the boy, below on the shore, crying steadily, now was writing on a piece of paper and stuffing it in the pop bottle and ramming the tin cap back on and taking the bottle and giving it a great glittering heave up in the air and out into the tidal sea.

	 

	What, thought the wife, what did he write on the note?  What's in the bottle?

	 

	The bottle moved out in the waves.  The boy stopped crying.

	 

	After a long while he walked up the shore, to stand looking at his parents.  His face was neither bright nor dark, alive nor dead, ready nor resigned; it seemed a curious mixture that simply made do with time, weather and these people.  They looked at him and beyond to the bay, where the bottle taming the scribbled note was almost out of sight now, shining in the waves.

	 

	Did he write what we wanted?  thought the woman, did he write what he heard us just wish, just say?

	 

	Or did he write something for only himself, she wondered, that tomorrow he might wake and find himself alone in an empty world, no one around, no man, no woman, no father, no mother, no fool grownups with fool wishes, so he could trudge up to the railroad tracks and take the handcar motoring, a solitary boy, across the continental wilderness, on eternal voyages and picnics?

	 

	Is that what he wrote in the note?  Which?  She searched his colorless eyes, could not read the answer; dared not ask.

	 

	Gull shadows sailed over and kited their faces with sudden passing coolness.  "Time to go," someone said.

	 

	They loaded the wicker basket onto the rail car.  The woman tied her large bonnet securely in place with its yellow ribbon, they set the boy's pail of shells on the floorboards, then the husband put on his tie, his vest, his coat, his hat, and they all sat on the benches of the car looking out at the sea where the bottled note was far out, blinking, on the horizon.  "Is asking enough?" said the boy.  "Does wishing work?"

	 

	"Sometimes ... too well."

	 

	"It depends on what you ask for."

	 

	The boy nodded, his eyes far away.  They looked back at where they had come from, and then ahead to where they were going.  "Goodbye, place," said the boy, and waved.

	 

	The car rolled down the rusty rails.  The sound of it dwindled, faded.

	 

	The man, the woman, the boy dwindled with it in distance, among the hills.

	 

	After they were gone, the rail trembled faintly for two minutes, and ceased.  A flake of rust fell.  A flower nodded.

	 

	The sea was very loud.

	 



	TO THE CHICAGO ABYSS (1963)

	 

	Under a pale April sky in a faint wind that blew out of memory of winter, the old man shuffled into the almost empty park at noon.  His slow feet were bandaged with nicotine-stained swathes, his hair was wild, long and gray as was his beard which enclosed a mouth which seemed always atremble with revelation.

	 

	Now he gazed back as if he had lost so many things he could not begin to guess there in the tumbled ruin, the toothless skyline of the city.

	 

	Finding nothing, he shuffled on until he found a bench where sat a woman alone.  Examining her, he nodded and sat to the far end of the bench and did not look at her again.

	 

	He remained, eyes shut, mouth working, for three minutes, head moving as if his nose were printing a single word on the air.  Once it was written, he opened his mouth to pronounce it in a clear, fine voice: "Coffee."

	 

	The woman gasped and stiffened.  The old man's gnarled fingers tumbled in pantomime on his unseen lap.  "Twist the key!  Bright-red, yellow-letter can!  Compressed air.  Hisss! Vacuum pack.  Ssst! Like a snake!"  The woman snapped her head about as if slapped, to stare in dreadful fascination at the old man's moving tongue.  "The scent, the odor, the smell.  Rich, dark, wondrous Brazilian beans, fresh-ground!"

	 

	The woman tottered, sprung up, reeling as if gun-shot. The old man flicked his eyes wide.  "No!"  But she was running, gone.  The old man sighed and walked on through the park until he reached a bench where sat a young man completely involved with wrapping dried grass in a small square of thin paper.  His thin fingers shaped the grass tenderly, in an almost holy ritual, trembling as he rolled the tube, put it to his mouth and, hypnotically, lit it.  He leaned back, squinting deliciously, communing with the strange rank air in his mouth and lungs.

	 

	The old man watched the smoke blow away on the wind and said, "Chesterfields." 

	 

	The young man gripped his knees tight.  

	 

	"Raleighs," said the old man. "Lucky Strikes." The young man stared at him.  "Kent.  Kool. Marlboro," said the old man, not looking at him.  "Those were the names.  White, red, amber packs, grass green, sky blue, pure gold, with the red slick small ribbon that ran around the top that you pulled to zip away the crinkly cellophane, and the blue government tax stamp---"

	 

	"Shut up," said the young man.  

	 

	"Buy them in drugstores, fountains, subways--" 

	 

	"Shut up!"

	 

	"Gently," said the old man.  "It's just, that smoke of yours made me think-" 

	 

	"Don't think!"  The young man jerked so violently his homemade cigarette fell in chaff to his lap.  "Now look what you made me do!"

	 

	"I'm sorry.  It was such a nice friendly day."

	 

	"I'm no friend!"

	 

	"We're all friends now, or why live?"

	 

	"Friends!"  the young man snorted, aimlessly plucking at the shredded grass and paper.

	 

	"Maybe there were friends back in 1970, but now... "  

	 

	"1970. You must have been a baby then.  They still had Butterfingers then in bright-yellow wrappers.  Baby Ruths.  Clark Bars in orange paper. Milky Ways---swallow a universe of stars, comets, meteors.  Nice."

	 

	"It was never nice."  The young man stood suddenly.  "What's wrong with you?"

	 

	"I remember limes, and lemons, that's what's wrong with me.  Do you remember oranges?"

	 

	"Damn right.  Oranges, hell.  You calling me a liar?  You want me to feel bad?  You nuts?  Don't you know the law? You know I could turn you in, you?"

	 

	"I know, I know," said the old man, shrugging.  "The weather fooled me. It made me want to compare-" 

	 

	"Compare rumors, that's what they'd say, the police, the special cops, they'd say it, rumors, you trouble making bastard, you."

	 

	He seized the old man's lapels, which ripped so he had to grab another handful, yelling down into his face.  "Why don't I just blast the living Jesus out of you?  I ain't hurt no-one in so long, I..."

	 

	He shoved the old man.  Which gave him the idea to pummel, and when he pummeled he began to punch, and punching made it easy to strike, and soon he rained blows upon the old man, who stood like one caught in thunder and down-poured storm, using only his fingers to ward off blows that fleshed his cheeks, shoulders, his brow, his chin, as the young man shrieked cigarettes, moaned candies, yelled smokes, cried sweets until the old man fell to be kick-rolled and shivering.  The young man stopped and began to cry.  At the sound, the old man, cuddled, clenched into his pain, took his fingers away from his broken mouth and opened his eyes to gaze with astonishment at his assailant.

	 

	The young man wept.  "Please..."  begged the old man.

	 

	The young man wept louder, tears falling from his eyes.  

	 

	"Don't cry," said the old man.  "We won't be hungry forever.  We'll rebuild the cities.  Listen, I didn't mean for you to cry, only to think, where are we going, what are we doing, what’ve we done?  You weren't hitting me. You meant to hit something else, but I was handy.  Look, I'm sitting up.  I'm okay."

	 

	The young man stopped crying and blinked down at the old man, who forced a bloody smile.  "You... you can't go around," said the young man, "making people unhappy.  I'll find someone to fix you!"

	 

	"Wait!" The old man struggled to his knees.  "No!"  

	 

	But the young man ran wildly off out of the park, yelling.  Crouched alone, the old man felt his bones, found one of his teeth lying red amongst the strewn gravel, handled it sadly.  "Fool," said a voice.

	 

	The old man glanced over and up.  A lean man of some forty years stood leaning against a tree nearby, a look of pale weariness and curiosity on his long face.  "Fool," he said again.

	 

	The old man gasped.  "You were there, all the time, and did nothing?"

	 

	"What, fight one fool to save another? No." The stranger helped him up and brushed him off.  "I do my fighting where it pays. Come on. You're going home with me."

	 

	The old man gasped again.  "Why?"

	 

	"That boy'll be back with the police any second.  I don't want you stolen away, you're a very precious commodity. I've heard of you, looked for you for days now. Good grief, and when I find you you're up to your famous tricks.  What did you say to the boy made him mad?"

	 

	"I said about oranges and lemons, candy, cigarettes.  I was just getting ready to recollect in detail wind-up toys, briar pipes and back scratchers, when he dropped the sky on me."

	 

	"I almost don't blame him.  Half of me wants to hit you itself.  Come on, double time.  There's a siren, quickly." And they went swiftly, another way, out of the park.

	 

	He drank the homemade wine because it was easiest. The food must wait until his hunger overcame the pain in his broken mouth.  He sipped, nodding.  "Good, many thanks, good."

	 

	The stranger who had walked him swiftly out of the park sat across from him at the flimsy dining-room table as the stranger's wife placed broken and mended plates on the worn cloth.  

	 

	"The beating," said the husband at last.  "How did it happen?" 

	 

	At this the wife almost dropped a plate.  

	 

	"Relax," said the husband.  "No one followed us.  Go ahead, old man, tell us, why do you behave like a saint panting after martyrdom?  You're famous, you know. Everyone's heard about you.  Many would like to meet you.  Myself, first, I want to know what makes you tick.  Well?" 

	 

	But the old man was only entranced with the vegetables on the chipped plate before him.

	Twenty-six, no, twenty-eight peas!  He counted the impossible sum!  He bent to the incredible vegetables like a man praying over his quietest beads.  Twenty-eight glorious green peas, plus a few graphs of half-raw spaghetti announcing that today business was fair.  But under the line of pasta, the cracked line of the plate showed where business for years now was more than terrible.  The old man hovered counting above the food like a great and inexplicable buzzard crazily fallen and roosting in this cold apartment, watched by his

	Samaritan hosts until at last he told, "These twenty-eight peas remind me of a movie I saw as a child.  A comedian-do you know the word?-a funny man met a lunatic in a midnight house in this film and... "

	 

	The husband and wife laughed quietly.  "No, that’s not the joke yet, sorry," the old man apologized.  "The lunatic sat the comedian down to an empty table, no knives, no forks, no food.  "Dinner is served!"  he cried.  Afraid of murder, the comedian fell in with the make-believe. 'Great!' he cried, pretending to chew steak, vegetables, dessert. He bit

	Nothing. 'Finely' he swallowed air. 'Wonderful!" Erm... you may laugh now."

	 

	But the husband and wife, grown still, only looked at their sparsely strewn plates.

	 

	The old man shook his head and went on.  "The comedian, thinking to impress the madman, exclaimed, "And these spiced brandy Peaches are superb!" "Peaches!" screamed the madman, drawing a gun. "I served no peaches!  You must be insane!"  And shot the comedian in the behind!"

	 

	The old man, in the silence which ensued, picked up the first pea and weighed its lovely bulk upon his bent tin fork.  He was about to put it in his mouth when there was a sharp rap on the door.  "Special police!" a voice cried.  

	 

	Silent but trembling, the wife hid the extra plate. The husband rose calmly to lead the old man to a wall where a panel hissed open, and he stepped in and the panel hissed shut and he stood in darkness hidden away as beyond, unseen, the apartment door opened.  Voices murmured excitedly.  The old man could imagine the special policeman in his midnight-blue uniform, with drawn gun, entering to see only the flimsy furniture, the bare walls, the echoing linoleum floor, the glassless, cardboarded-over windows, this thin and oily film of civilization left on an empty shore when the storm tide of war went away.

	 

	"I'm looking for an old man," said the tired voice of authority beyond the wall. Strange, thought the old man, even the law sounds tired now.  "Patched clothes..."  But, thought the old man, I thought everyone's clothes well patched!  "Dirty.  About eighty years old..."  But isn't everyone dirty, everyone old? the old man cried out to himself.

	 

	"If you turn him in, there's a week's rations as reward," said the police voice.  "Plus ten cans of vegetables, five cans of soup, bonus."

	 

	Real tin cans with bright printed labels, thought the old man.

	 

	The cans flashed like meteors rushing by in the dark over his eyelids.

	 

	What a fine reward!  Not ten thousand dollars, not twenty thousand dollars, no no, but five incredible cans of real, not imitation soup, and ten, count them, ten brilliant circus-colored cans of exotic vegetables like string beans and sun-yellow corn!  Think of it.

	 

	Think!

	 

	There was a long silence in which the old man almost thought he heard faint murmurs of stomachs turning uneasily, slumbering but dreaming of dinners much finer than the hairballs of old illusion gone nightmare and politics gone sour in the long twilight since A. D. Annihilation Day.  "Soup. Vegetables," said the police voice, a final time.

	 

	"Fifteen solid-pack cans!"  The door slammed.  The boots stomped away through the ramshackle tenement, pounding coffin-lid doors to stir other Lazarus souls alive to cry aloud of bright tins and real soups.

	 

	The poundings faded.  There was a last banging slam.

	 

	And at last the hidden panel whispered up.  The husband and wife did not look at him as he stepped out.  He knew why and wanted to touch their elbows.  "Even I," he said gently, "even I was tempted to turn myself in, to claim the reward, to eat the soup."

	 

	Still they would not look at him.  "Why?"  he asked.  "Why didn’t you hand me over?  Why?"  The husband, as if suddenly remembering, nodded to his wife.  She went to the door, hesitated, her husband nodded again impatiently, and she went out, noiseless as a puff of cobweb.  They heard her rustling along the hall, scratching softly at doors, which opened to gasps and murmurs.  

	 

	"What's she up to?  What are you up to?"  asked the old man.  

	 

	"You'll find out.  Sit.  Finish your dinner," said the husband.  "Tell me why you're such a fool you make us fools who seek you out and bring you here."

	 

	"Why am I such a fool?"  The old man sat.  The old man munched slowly, taking peas one at a time from the plate which had been returned to him. "Yes, I am a fool.  How did I start my foolishness?  Years ago I looked at the ruined world, the dictatorships, the desiccated states and nations and said, "What can I do?  Me, a weak old man, what?  Rebuild a devastation?  Ha!" But as I lay half asleep one night an old phonograph record played in my head.  Two sisters named Duncan sang out of my childhood a song called 'Remembering’."

	 

	"'Remembering is all I do, dear, so try and remember, too.’  I sang the song, and it wasn't a song but a way of life.  What did I have to offer a world that was forgetting?  My memory!  How could this help?  By offering a standard of comparison.  By telling the young what once was, by considering our losses.  I found the more I remembered, the more I could remember!  Depending on who I sat down with I remembered imitation flowers, dial telephones, refrigerators, kazoos (you ever play a kazoo?!), thimbles, bicycle clips, not bicycles, no, but bicycle clips, isn't that wild and strange?  Antimacassars.  Do you know them?"

	 

	"Never mind.  Once a man asked me to remember just the dashboard dials on a Cadillac.  I remembered.  I told him in detail.  He listened.  He cried great tears down his face.  Happy tears or sad?  I can't say.  I only remember.  Not literature, no, I never had a head for plays or poems, they slip away, they die.  All I am, really, is a trash heap of the mediocre, the third-best-hand-me-down useless and chromed-over slush and junk of a race-track civilization that ran last over a precipice.  So all I offer really is scintillant junk, the clamored-after chronometers and absurd machineries of a never-ending river of robots and robot-mad owners.  Yet, one way or another, civilization must get back on the road.  Those who can offer fine butterfly poetry, let them remember, let them offer.  Those who can weave and build butterfly nets, let them weave, let them build.  My gift is smaller than both, and perhaps contemptible in the long hoist, climb, jump toward the old and amiably silly peak.  But I must dream myself worthy.  For the things, silly or not, that people remember are the things they will search for. I will, then, ulcerate their half-dead desires with vinegar-gnat memory.  Then perhaps they'll rattle-bang the Big Clock together again, which is the city, the state and then the world.  Let one man want wine, another lounge chairs, a third a batwing glider to soar the March winds on, to build bigger electropterodactyls to soar winds even greater with even greater people. Someone wants moron Christmas trees and some wise man goes to cut them.  Pack this all together, wheel in want, want in wheel, and I'm just there to oil them, but oil them I do.  Ho, once I would have raved, 'Only the best is best, only quality is true!' But roses grow from blood manure.  Mediocre must be, so most-excellent can bloom.  So I shall be the best mediocre there is and fight all who say, 'Slide under, sink back, dust-wallow, let brambles scurry over your living grave'.  I shall protest the roving apeman tribes, the sheep-people munching the far fields prayed on by the feudal land-baron wolves who rarefy themselves in the few skyscraper summits and horde unremembered foods.  And these villains I will kill with can opener and corkscrew."

	 

	"I shall run them down with ghosts of Buick, Kissel-Kar and Moon, thrash them with licorice whips until they cry for some sort of unqualified mercy.  Can I do all this?  One can only try."

	 

	The old man rummaged the last pea, with the last words, in his mouth, while his Samaritan host simply looked at him with gently amazed eyes, and far off up through the house people moved, doors tapped open and shut, and there was a gathering outside the door of this apartment where now the husband said, "And you asked why we didn't turn you in? Do you hear that out there?"

	 

	"It sounds like everyone in the apartment house."

	 

	"Everyone.  Old man, old fool, do you remember... motion picture houses, or, better, drive-in movies?" The old man smiled.  "Do you?"

	 

	"Almost. Look, listen, today, now, if you're going to be a fool, if you want to run risks, do it in the aggregate, in one fell blow. Why waste your breath on one, or two, or even three, if..."

	 

	The husband opened the door and nodded outside.  Silently, one at a time and in couples, the people of the house entered.  Entered this room as if entering a synagogue or church or the kind of church known as a movie or the kind of movie known as a drive-in and the hour was growing late in the day, with the sun going down the sky, and soon in the early evening hours, in the dark, the room would be full and in the one light the voice of the old man would speak and these would listen and hold hands and it would be like the old days. With the balconies and the dark, or the cars and the dark, and just the memory, the words, of popcorn, and the words for the gum and the sweet drinks and candy, but the words, anyway, the words...

	 

	And while the people were coming in and settling on the floor, and the old man watched them, incredulous that he had summoned them here without knowing, the husband said, "Is this better than taking a chance in the open?"

	 

	"Yes.  Strange.  I hate pain.  I hate being hit and chased.  But my tongue moves.  I must hear what it has to say. Still this is better."

	 

	"Good."  The husband pressed a red ticket into his palm.  "When this is all over, an hour from now, here is a ticket from a friend of mine in Transportation.  One train crosses the country each week.  Each week I get a ticket for some idiot I want to help. This week it's you."  The old man read the destination on the folded red paper: "Chicago Abyss", and added, "Is the Abyss still there?"

	 

	"This time next year Lake Michigan may break through the last crust and make a new lake in the pit where the city once was.  There's life of sorts around the crater rim, and a branch train goes west once a month. Once you leave here, keep moving, forget you met or know us.  I’ll give you a small list of people like ourselves.  Look them up, out in the wilderness.  But, for God's sake, in the open, alone for a year, declare a moratorium.  Keep your wonderful mouth shut.  And here--" The husband gave him a yellow card.  "A dentist I know.  Tell him to make you a new set of teeth that will only open at mealtime." 

	 

	A few people, hearing, laughed, and the old man laughed quietly and the people were in now, dozens of them, and the day was late, and the husband and wife shut the door and stood by it and turned and waited for this last special time when the old man might open his mouth.

	 

	The old man stood up.  His audience grew very still.

	 

	The train came, rusty and loud at midnight, into a suddenly snow-filled station.  Under a cruel dusting of white, the ill-washed people crowded into and through the ancient chair cars, mashing the old man along the corridor and into an empty compartment that had once been a lavatory.  Soon the floor was a solid mass of bed roll on which sixteen people twisted and turned in darkness, fighting their way into sleep.

	 

	The train rushed forth to white emptiness.

	 

	The old man, thinking, Quiet, shut up, no, don't speak, nothing, no, stay still, think, careful, cease!  found himself now swayed, joggled, hurled this way and that as he half crouched against a wall.  He and just one other were upright in this monster room of dreadful sleep.  A few feet away, similarly shoved against the wall, sat an eight-year-old boy with a drawn sick paleness escaping from his cheeks.  Full awake, eyes bright, he seemed to watch, he did watch, the old man's mouth.  The boy gazed because he must.  The train hooted, roared, swayed, yelled and ran.

	 

	Half an hour passed in a thunderous grinding passage by night under the snow-hidden moon, and the old man's mouth was tight-nailed shut.

	 

	Another hour, and stiff boned shut. Another hour, and the muscles around his cheeks began to slacken.  Another, and his lips parted to wet themselves.  The boy stayed awake.  The boy saw.  The boy waited.

	 

	Immense sifts of silence came down the night air outside, tunneled by avalanche train.  The travelers, very deep in invoiced terror, numbed by flight, slept each separate, but the boy did not take his eyes away and at last the old man leaned forward, softly.  "Sh. Boy. Your name?"

	 

	"Joseph."  The train swayed and groaned in its sleep, a monster floundering through timeless dark toward a mom that could not be imagined.  "Joseph." The old man savored the word, bent forward, his eyes gentle and shining.  His face filled with pale beauty. His eyes widened until they seemed blind.  He gazed at a distant and hidden thing.  He cleared his throat ever so softly.  "Ah ... "

	 

	The train roared round a curve.  The people rocked in their snowing sleep.  "Well, Joseph," whispered the old man.  He lifted his fingers softly in the air.  "Once upon a time... "

	 



Henry the Ninth




1969
“There he is!”

The two men leaned. The helicopter tilted with their lean. The coastline whipped by below.

“No. Just a bit of rock and some moss -” The pilot lifted his head, which signaled the lift of the helicopter to swivel and rush away. The white cliffs of Dover vanished. They broke over green meadows and so wove back and forth, a giant dragonfly excursioning the stuffs of winter that sleeted their blades.

“Wait! There! Drop!”

The machine fell down, the grass came up. The second man, grunting, pushed the bubble-eye aside and, as if he needed oiling, carefully let himself to the earth. He ran. Losing his breath instantly he slowed to cry bleakly against the wind:

“Harry!”

His yell caused a ragged shape on the rise ahead to stumble up and run.

“I’ve done nothing!”

“It’s not the law, Harry! It’s me! Sam Welles!”

The old man who fled before him slowed, then stopped, rigid, on the edge of the cliff above the sea, holding to his long beard with two gloved hands.

Samuel Welles, gasping, trudged up behind, but did not touch, for fear of putting him to flight.

“Harry, you damn fool. It’s been weeks. I was afraid I might not find you.”

“And I was afraid you would.”

Harry, whose eyes had been tight shut, now opened them to look tremblingly down at his beard, his gloves, and over at his friend Samuel. Here they were, two old men, very gray, very cold, on a rise of raw stone on a December day. They had known each other so long, so many years, they had passed each other’s expression back and forth between their faces. Their mouths and eyes, therefore, were similar. They might have been ancient brothers. The only difference showed in the man who had unhinged himself from the helicopter. Under his dark clothes you could spy an incongruous Hawaiian-colored sport shirt. Harry tried not to stare at it.

Right now, anyway, both their eyes were wet.

“Harry, I came to warn you.”

“No need. Why do you think I’ve been hiding. This is the final day?”

“The final, yes.”

They stood and thought on it.

Christmas tomorrow. And now this Christmas Eve afternoon the last boats leaving. And England, a stone in a sea of mist and water, would be a marble monument to herself left written on by rain and buried in fog. After today, only the gulls would own the island. And a billion monarch butterflies in June rising up like celebrations tossed on parades to the sea.

Harry, his eyes fixed to the tidal shore, spoke:

“By sunset, will every damn stupid idiot fool clear off the Isle?”

“That’s about the shape of it.”

“And a dread shape it is. And you, Samuel, have you come to kidnap me?”

“Persuade is more like it.”

“Persuade? Great God, Sam, don’t you know me after fifty years? Couldn’t you guess I would want to be the last man in all Britain, no, that hasn’t the proper sound. Great Britain?”

Last man in Great Britain, thought Harry, Lord, listen. It tolls. It is the great bell of London heard through all the mizzles down through time to this strange day and hour when the last, the very last save one, leave this racial mound, this burial touch of green set in a sea of cold light. The last. The last.

“Samuel, listen. My grave is dug. I’d hate to leave it behind.”

“Who’ll put you in it?”

“Me, when the time’s right.”

“And who’s to cover over?”

“Why, there’s dust to cover dust, Sam. The wind will see to it. Ah, God!” Not wishing it, the words exploded from his mouth. He was amazed to see tears flung out on the air from his blinking eyes. “What are we doing here? Why all the good-byes? Why are the last boats in the Channel and the last jets gone? Where did people go, Sam? What happened, what happened!”

“Why,” said Samuel Welles quietly, “it’s simple, Harry. The weather here is bad. Always has been. No one dared speak of it, for nothing could be done. But now, England is finished. The future belongs -”

Their eyes moved jointly South.

“To the damn Canary Islands?”

“Samoa.”

“To the Brazilian shores?”

“Don’t forget California, Harry.”

Both laughed, gently.

“California. Air the jokes. That funny place. And yet, aren’t there a million English from Sacramento to Los Angeles this noon?”

“And another million in Florida.”

“Two million Down Under, the past four years alone.”

They nodded at the sums.

“Well, Samuel, man says one thing. The sun says another. So man goes by what his skin tells his blood. And the blood at last says: South. It has been saying it for two thousand years. But we pretended not to hear. A man with his first sunburn is a man in the midst of a new love affair, know it or not. Finally, he lies out under some great foreign sky and says to the Minding light: Teach me, oh God, gently, teach.”

Samuel Welles shook his head with awe. “Keep talking like that and I won’t have to kidnap you!”

“No, the sun may have taught you, Samuel, but cannot quite teach me. I wish it could. The truth is, ‘twill be no fun here alone. Can’t I argue you, Sam, to stay on, the old team, you and me, like when we were boys, eh?” He buffed the other’s elbow roughly, dearly.

“God, you make me feel I’m deserting King and Country.”

“Don’t. You desert nothing, for no one’s here. Who would have dreamt, when we were kids in 1980, the day would come when a promise of always summer would leak John Bull to the four corners of beyond?”

“I’ve been cold all my life, Harry. Too many years putting on too many sweaters and not enough coal in the scuttle. Too many years when the sky did not show so much as a crack of blue on the first day of June nor a smell of hay in July nor a dry day and winter begun August 1st, year on year. I can’t take it any more, Harry, I can’t.”

“Nor need you. Our race has suffered itself well. You have earned, all of you, you deserve, this long retirement in Jamaica, Port-au-Prince, and Pasadena. Give me that hand. Shake hard again! It’s a great moment in history. You and me, We’re living it!”

“So we are, by God.”

“Now look here, Sam, when you’ve gone and settled in Sicily, Sidney, or Navel Orange, California, tell this ‘moment’ to the news. They might write you in a column. And history books? Well, shouldn’t there be half a page for you and me, the last gone and the last stayed behind? Sam, Sam, you’re breaking the bones, but shake away, hold tight, this is our last tussle.”

They stood off, panting, wet-eyed.

“Harry, now, will you walk me as far as the copter?”

“No. I fear the damn contraption. The thought of the sun on this dark day might leap me in and fly me off with you.”

“And what harm in that?”

“Harm! Why, Samuel, I must guard our coast from invasion. The Normans, the Vikings, the Saxons. In the coming years I’ll walk the entire isle, stand guard from Dover north on round the reefs and back through Folkestone, here again.”

“Will Hitler invade, chum?”

“He and his iron ghosts just might.”

“And how will you fight him, Harry?”

“Do you think I walk alone? No. Along the way, I may find Caesar on the shore. He loved it so he left a road or two. Those roads I’ll take, and borrow just those ghosts of choice invaders to repel less choice. It’s up to me, yes, to commit or uncommit ghosts, choose or not choose out of the whole damn history of the land?”

“It is. It is.”

The last man wheeled to the north and then to the west and then to the south.

“And when I’ve seen all’s well from castle here to lighthouse there, and listened to battles of gunfires in the plunge off Firth, and bagpiped round Scotland with a sour mean pipe, m each New Year’s week, Sam, I’ll scull back down-Thames and there each December 31st to the end of my life, the night watchman of London, meaning me, yes, me, will make his clock rounds and say out the bells of the old rhymed churches. Oranges and lemons say the bells of St. Clemens. Bow bells. St. Marguerite’s. Paul’s. I shall dance rope-ends for you, Sam, and hope the cold wind blown south to the warm wind wherever you are stirs some small gray hairs in your sunburnt ears.”

“I’ll be listening, Harry.”

“Listen more! I’ll sit in the houses of Lords and Commons and debate, losing one hour but to win the next. And say that never before in history did so many owe so much to so few and hear the sirens again from old remembered records and things broadcast before we both were born.

“And a few seconds before January 1st I shall climb and lodge with mice in Big Ben as it strikes the changing of the year.

“And somewhere along the line, no doubt, I shall sit on the Stone of Scone.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Wouldn’t I? Or the place where it was, anyway, before they mailed it south to Summer’s Bay. And hand me some sort of sceptre, a frozen snake perhaps stunned by snow from some December garden. And fit a kind of paste-up crown upon my head. And name me friend to Richard, Henry, outcast kin of Elizabeths I and II. Alone in Westminster’s desert with Kipling mum and history underfoot, very old, perhaps mad, mightn’t I, ruler and ruled, elect myself king of the misty isles?”

“You might, and who would blame you?”

Samuel Welles bearhugged him again, then broke and half ran for his waiting machine. Halfway he turned to call back:

“Good God. I just thought. Your name is Harry. What a fine name for a king!”

“Not bad.”

“Forgive me for leaving?!”

“The sun forgives all, Samuel. Go where it wants you.”

“But will England forgive?”

“England is where her people are. I stay with old bones. You go with her sweet flesh, Sam, her fair sunburnt skin and blooded body, get!”

“Good-bye.”

“Good be with you, too, oh you and that bright yellow sport shirt!”

And the wind snatched between and though both yelled more neither heard, waved, and Samuel hauled himself into that machine which swarmed the air and floated off like a vast white summer flower.

And the last man left behind in great gasps and sobs cried out to himself:

Harry! Do you hate change? Against progress? You do see, don’t you, the reasons for all this? That ships and jets and planes and a promise of weather piped all the folk away? I see, he said, I see. How could they resist when at long last forever August lay just across the sill?

Yes, yes! He wept and ground his teeth and leaned up from the cliff rim to shake his fists at the vanishing craft in the sky.

“Traitors! Come back!”

You can’t leave old England, can’t leave Pip and Humbug, Iron Duke and Trafalgar, the Horse Guard in the rain, London burning, buzz bombs and sirens, the new babe held high on the palace balcony, Churchill’s funeral cortege still in the street, man, still in the street! and Caesar not gone to his Senate, and strange happenings this night at Stonehenge! Leave all this, this, this!?

Upon his knees, at the cliffs edge, the last and final king of England, Harry Smith wept alone.

The helicopter was gone now, called toward august isles where summer sang its sweetness in the birds.

The old man turned to see the countryside and thought, why this is how it was one hundred thousand years ago. A great silence and a great wilderness and now, quite late, the empty shell towns and King Henry, Old Harry, the Ninth.

He rummaged half blindly about in the grass and found his lost book bag and chocolate bits in a sack and hoisted his Bible, and Shakespeare and much-tumbed Johnson and much-tongued Dickens and Dryden and Pope, and stood out on the road that led all round England.

Tomorrow: Christmas. He wished the world well. Its people had gifted themselves already with sun, all over the globe. Sweden lay empty. Norway had flown. None lived any longer in God’s cold climes. All basked upon the continental hearths of His best lands in fair winds under mild skies. No more fights just to survive. Men, reborn like Christ on such as tomorrow, in southern places, were truly returned to an eternal and fresh-grown manger.

Tonight, in some church, he would ask forgiveness for calling them traitors.

“One last thing, Harry. Blue.”

“Blue?” he asked himself.

“Somewhere down the road find some blue chalk. Didn’t English men once color themselves with such?”

“Blue men, yes, from head to foot!”

“Our ends are in our beginnings, eh?”

He pulled his cap tight. The wind was cold. He tasted the first snowflakes that fell to brush his lips.

“O remarkable boy!” he said, leaning from an imaginary window on a golden Christmas morn, an old man reborn and gasping for joy, “Delightful boy, there, is the great bird, the turkey, still hung in the poulterer’s window down the way?”

“It’s hanging there now,” said the boy.

“Go buy it! Come back with the man and I’ll give you a shilling. Come back in less than five minutes and I’ll give you a crown!”

And the boy went to fetch.

And buttoning his coat, carrying his books. Old Harry Ebenezer Scrooge Julius Caesar Pickwick Pip and half a thousand others marched off along the road in winter weather. The road was long and beautiful. The waves were gunflre on the coast. The wind was bagpipes in the north.

Ten minutes later, when he had gone singing beyond a hill, by the look of it, all the lands of England seemed ready for a people who someday soon in history might arrive….



The Messiah




1971
“We all have that special dream when we are young,” said Bishop Kelly.

The others at the table murmured, nodded.

“There is no Christian boy,” the Bishop continued, “who does not some night wonder: am I Him? Is this the Second Coming at long last, and am I It? What, what, oh, what, dear God, if I were Jesus? How grand!”

The Priests, the Ministers, and the one lonely Rabbi laughed gently, remembering things from their own childhoods, their own wild dreams, and being great fools.

“I suppose,” said the young Priest, Father Niven, “that Jewish boys imagine themselves Moses?”

“No, no, my dear friend,” said Rabbi Nittler. “The Messiah. The Messiah!”

More quiet laughter, from all.

“Of course,” said Father Niven out of his fresh pink-and-cream face, “how stupid of me. Christ wasn’t the Messiah, was he? And your people are still waiting for Him to arrive. Strange. Oh, the ambiguities.”

“And nothing more ambiguous than this.” Bishop Kelly rose to escort them all out onto a terrace which had a view of the Martian hills, the ancient Martian towns, the old highways, the rivers of dust, and Earth, sixty million miles away, shining with a clear light in this alien sky.

“Did we ever in our wildest dreams,” said the Reverend Smith, “imagine that one day each of us would have a Baptist Church, a St. Mary’s Chapel, a Mount Sinai Synagogue here, here on Mars?”

The answer was no, no, softly, from them all.

Their quiet was interrupted by another voice which moved among them. Father Niven, as they stood at the balustrade, had tuned his transistor radio to check the hour. News was being broadcast from the small new American-Martian wilderness colony below. They listened:

“- rumoured near the town. This is the first Martian reported in our community this year. Citizens are urged to respect any such visitor. If -”

Father Niven shut the news off.

“Our elusive congregation,” sighed the Reverend Smith. “I must, confess” I came to Mars not only to work with Christians, but hoping to invite one Martian to Sunday supper, to learn of his theologies, his needs.”

“We are still too new to them,” said Father Lipscomb. “In another year or so I think they will understand we’re not buffalo hunters in search of pelts. Still, it is hard to keep one’s curiosity in hand. After all, our Mariner photographs indicated no life whatsoever here. Yet life there is, very mysterious and half-resembling the human.”

“Half, Your Eminence?” The Rabbi mused over his coffee. “I feel they are even more human than ourselves. They have let us come in. They have hidden in the hills, coming among us only on occasion, we guess, disguised as Earth-men -”

“Do you really believe they have telepathic powers, then, and hypnotic abilities which allow them to walk in our towns, fooling us with masks and visions, and none of us the wiser?”

“I do so believe.”

“Then this,” said the Bishop, handing around brandies and creme-de-menthes, “is a true evening of frustrations. Martians who will not reveal themselves so as to be Saved by Us the Enlightened -”

Many smiles at this.

“- and Second Comings of Christ delayed for several thousand years. How long must we wait, O Lord?”

“As for myself,” said young Father Niven, “I never wished to be Christ, the Second Coming. I just always wanted, with all my heart, to meet Him. Ever since I was eight I have thought on that. It might well be the first reason I became a priest.”

“To have the inside track just in case He ever did arrive again?” suggested the Rabbi, kindly.

The young Priest grinned and nodded. The others felt the urge to reach and touch him, for he had touched some vague small sweet nerve in each. They felt immensely gentle.

“With your permission. Rabbi, gentlemen,” said Bishop Kelly, raising his glass. “To the First Coming of the Messiah, or the Second Coming of Christ. May they be more than some ancient, some foolish dreams.”

They drank and were quiet.

The Bishop blew his nose and wiped his eyes.

 

The rest of the evening was like many another for the Priests, the Reverends, and the Rabbi. They fell to playing cards and arguing St. Thomas Aquinas, but failed under the onslaught of Rabbi Nittler’s educated logic. They named him Jesuit, drank nightcaps, and listened to the late radio news:

“- it is feared this Martian may feel trapped in our community. Anyone meeting him should turn away, so as to let the Martian pass. Curiosity seems his motive. No cause for alarm. That concludes our -”

While heading for the door, the Priests, Ministers, and Rabbi discussed translations they had made into various tongues from Old and New Testaments. It was then that young Father Niven surprised them:

“Did you know I was once asked to write a screenplay on the Gospels? They needed an ending for their film!”

“Surely,” protested the Bishop, “there’s only one ending to Christ’s life?”

“But, Your Holiness, the Pour Gospels tell it with four variations. I compared. I grew excited. Why? Because I rediscovered something I had almost forgotten. The Last Supper isn’t really the Last Supper!”

“Dear me, what is it then?”

“Why, Your Holiness, the first of several, sir. The first of several! After the Crucifixion and Burial of Christ, did not Simon-called-Peter, with the Disciples, fish the Sea of Galilee?”

“They did.”

“And their nets were filled with a miracle offish?”

“They were.”

“And seeing on the shore of Galilee a pale light, did they not land and approach what seemed a bed of white-hot coals on which fresh-caught fish were baking?”

“Yes, ah, yes,” said the Reverend Smith.

“And there beyond the glow of the soft charcoal fire, did they not sense a Spirit Presence and call out to it?”

“They did.”

“Getting no answer, did not Simon-called-Peter whisper again, ‘Who is there?’ And the unrecognized Ghost upon the shore of Galilee put out its hand into the firelight, and in the palm of that hand, did they not see the mark where the nail had gone in, the stigmata that would never heal?

“They would have fled, but the Ghost spoke and said, ‘Take of these fish and feed thy brethren.’ And Simon-called-Peter took the fish that baked upon the white-hot coals and fed the Disciples. And Christ’s frail Ghost then said, ‘Take of my word and tell it among the nations of all the world and preach therein forgiveness of sin.’

“And then Christ left them. And, in my screenplay, I had Him walk along the shore of Galilee toward the horizon. And when anyone walks toward the horizon, he seems to ascend, yes? For all land rises at a distance. And He walked on along the shore until He was just a small mote, far away. And then they could see Him no more.

“And as the sun rose upon the ancient world, all His thousand footprints that lay along the shore blew away in the dawn winds and were as nothing.

“And the Disciples left the ashes of that bed of coals to scatter in sparks, and with the taste of Real and Final and True Last Supper upon their mouths, went away. And in my screenplay, I had my CAMERA drift high above to watch the Disciples move some north, some south. Some to the east, to tell the world what Needed to Be Told about One Man. And their footprints, circling in all directions, like the spokes of an immense wheel, blew away out of the sand in the winds of mom. And it was a new day. THE END”

The young Priest stood in the center of his friends, cheeks fired with colour, eyes shut. Suddenly he opened his eyes, as if remembering where he was:

“Sorry.”

“For what?” cried the Bishop, brushing his eyelids with the back of his hand, blinking rapidly. “For making me weep twice in one night? What, self-conscious in the presence of your own love for Christ? Why, you have given the Word back to me, me! who has known the Word for what seems a thousand years! You have freshened my soul, oh good young man with the heart of a boy. The eating of fish on Galilee’s shore is the True Last Supper. Bravo. You deserve to meet Him. The Second Coming, it’s only fair, must be for you!”

“I am unworthy!” said Father Niven.

“So are we all! But if a trade of souls were possible, I’d loan mine out on this instant to borrow yours fresh from the laundry. Another toast, gentlemen? To Father Niven! And then, good night, it’s late, good night.”

The toast was drunk and all departed; the Rabbi and the Ministers down the hill to their holy places, leaving the Priests to stand a last moment at their door looking out at Mars, this strange world, and a cold wind blowing.

 

Midnight came and then one and two, and at three in the cold deep morning of Mars, Father Niven stirred. Candles flickered in soft whispers. Leaves fluttered against his window.

Suddenly he sat up in bed, half-startled by a dream of mob-cries and pursuits. He listened.

Far away, below, he heard the shutting of an outside door.

Throwing on a robe. Father Niven went down the dim rectory stairs and through the church where a down candles here or there kept their own pools of light.

He made the rounds of all the doors, thinking: Silly, why lock churches? What is there to steal? But still he prowled the sleeping night…

… and found the front door of the church unlocked, and softly being pushed in by the wind.

Shivering, he shut the door.

Soft running footsteps.

He spun about.

The church lay empty. The candle flames leaned now this way, now that in their shrines. There was only the ancient smell of wax and incense burning, stuffs left over from all the marketplaces of time and history; other suns, and other noons.

In the midst of glancing at the crucifix above the main altar, he froze.

There was a sound of a single drop of water falling in the night.

Slowly he turned to look at the baptistery in the back of the church.

There were no candles there, yet -

A pale light shone from that small recess where stood the baptismal font.

“Bishop Kelly?” he called, softly.

Walking slowly up the aisle, he grew very cold, and stopped because -

Another drop of water had fallen, hit, dissolved away.

It was like a faucet dripping somewhere. But there were no faucets. Only the baptismal font itself, into which, drop by drop, a slow liquid was falling, with three heartbeats between each sound.

At some secret level, Father Niven’s heart told itself something and raced, then slowed and almost stopped. He broke into a wild perspiration. He found himself unable to move, but move he must, one foot after the other, until he reached the arched doorway of the baptistery.

There was indeed a pale light within the darkness of the small place.

No, not a light. A shape. A figure.

The figure stood behind and beyond the baptismal font. The sound of falling water had stopped.

His tongue locked in his mouth, his eyes Hexed wide in a kind of madness. Father Niven felt himself struck blind. Then vision returned, and he dared cry out:

“Who!”

A single word, which echoed back from all around the church, which made candle flames flutter in reverberation, which stirred the dust of incense, which frightened his own heart with its swift return in saying: Who!

The only light within the baptistery came from the pale garments of the figure that stood there facing him. And this light was enough to show him an incredible thing.

As Father Niven watched, the figure moved. It put a pale hand out upon the baptistery air.

The hand hung there as if not wanting to, a separate thing from the Ghost beyond, as if it were seized and pulled forward, resisting, by Father Niven’s dreadful and fascinated stare to reveal what lay in the center of its open white palm.

There was fixed a jagged hole, a cincture from which, slowly, one by one, blood was dripping, falling away down and slowly down, into the baptismal font.

The drops of blood struck the holy water, coloured it, and dissolved in slow ripples.

The hand remained for a stunned moment there before the Priest’s now-blind, now-seeing eyes.

As if struck a terrible blow, the Priest collapsed to his knees with an outgasped cry, half of despair, half of revelation, one hand over his eyes, the other fending off the vision.

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no, it can’t !”

It was as if some dreadful physician of dentistry bad come upon him without narcotic and with one seizure entire-extracted his soul, bloodied raw, out of his body. He felt himself prized, his life yanked forth, and the roots, 0 God, were… deep!

“No, no, no, no!”

But, yes.

Between the lacings of his fingers, he looked again.

And the Man was there.

And the dreadful bleeding palm quivered dripping upon the baptistery air.

“Enough!”

The palm pulled back, vanished. The Ghost stood waiting.

And the face of the Spirit was good and familiar. Those strange beautiful deep and incisive eyes were as he knew they always must be. There was the gentleness of the mouth, and the paleness framed by the flowing locks of hair and beard. The Man was robed in the simplicity of garments worn upon the shores and in the wilderness near Galilee.

The Priest, by a great effort of will, prevented his tears from spilling over, stopped up his agony of surprise, doubt, shock, these clumsy things which rioted within and threatened to break forth. He trembled.

And then saw that the Figure, the Spirit, the Man, the Ghost, Whatever, was trembling, too.

No, thought the Priest, He can’t be! Afraid? Afraid of… me?

And now the Spirit shook itself with an immense agony not unlike his own, like a mirror image of his own concussion, gaped wide its mouth, shut up its own eyed, and mourned:

“Oh, please, let me go.”

At this the young Priest opened his eyes wider and gasped. He thought: But you’re free. No one keeps you here!

And in that instant: “Yes!” cried the Vision. “You keep me! Please! Avert your gaze! The more you look the more I become this I am not what I seem!”

But, thought the Priest, I did not speak! My lips did not move! How does this Ghost know my mind?

“I know all you think,” said the Vision, trembling, pale, pulling back in baptistery gloom. “Every sentence, every word. I did not mean to come. I ventured into town. Suddenly I was many things to many people. I ran. They followed. I escaped here. The door was open. I entered. And then and then - oh, and then was trapped.”

No, thought the Priest.

“Yes,” mourned the Ghost. “By you.”

Slowly now, groaning under an even more terrible weight of revelation, the Priest grasped the edge of the font and pulled himself, swaying, to his feet. At last he dared force the question out:

“You are not… what you seem?”

“I am not,” said the other. “Forgive me.”

I, thought the Priest, shall go mad.

“Do not,” said the Ghost, ” or I shall go down to madness with you.” -

“I can’t give you up, oh, dear God, now that you’re here, after all these years, all my dreams, don’t you see, it’s asking too much. Two thousand years, a whole race of people have waited for your return! And I, I am the one who meets you, sees you -”

“You meet only your own dream. You see only your own need. Behind all this -” the figure touched its own robes and breast, “I am another thing.”

“What must I do!” the Priest burst out, looking now at the heavens, now at the Ghost which shuddered at his cry. “What?”

“Avert your gaze. In that moment I will be out the door and gone.”

“Just-just like that?”

“Please,” said the Man.

The Priest drew a series of breaths, shivering.

“Oh, if this moment could last for just an hour.”

“Would you kill me?”

“If you keep me, force me into this shape some little while longer, my death will be on your hands.”

The Priest bit his knuckles, and felt a convulsion of sorrow rack his bones.

“You - you are a Martian, then?”

“No more. No less.”

“And I have done this to you with my thoughts?”

“You did not mean. When you came downstairs, your old dream seized and made me over. My palms still bleed from the wounds you gave out of your secret mind.”

The Priest shook his head, dazed.

“Just a moment more… wait…”

He gazed steadily, hungrily, at the darkness where the Ghost stood out of the light. That face was beautiful. And, oh, those hands were loving and beyond all description.

The Priest nodded, a sadness in him now as if he had within the hour come back from the true Calvary. And the hour was gone. And the coals strewn dying on the sand near Galilee.

“If - if I let you go -”

“You must, oh you must!”

“If I let you go, will you promise -”

“What?”

“Will you promise to come back?”

“Come back?” cried the Figure in the darkness.

“Once a year, that’s all I ask, come back once a year, here to this place, this font, at the same time of night -”

“Come back…?”

“Promise! Oh, I must know this moment again. You don’t know how important it is! Promise, or I won’t let you go!”

“I -”

“Say it! Swear it!”

“I promise,” said the pale Ghost in the dark. “I swear.”

“Thank you, oh thanks.”

“On what day a year from now must I return?”

The tears had begun to roll down the young Priest’s face now.

He could hardly remember what he wanted to say and when he said it he could hardly hear:

“Easter, oh. God, yes, Easter, a year from now!”

“Please, don’t weep,” said the figure. “I will come. Easter, you say? I know your calendar. Yes. Now -” The pale wounded hand moved in the air, softly pleading. “May I go?”

The Priest ground his teeth to keep the cries of woe from exploding forth. “Bless me, and go.”

“Like this?” said the voice.

And the hand came out to touch him ever so quietly.

“Quick!” cried the Priest, eyes shut, clenching his fists hard against his ribs to prevent his reaching out to seize. “Go before I keep you forever. Run. Run!”

The pale hand touched him a last time upon his brow. There was a soft run of naked feet.

A door opened upon stars; the door slammed.

There was a long moment when the echo of the slam made its way through the church, to every altar, into every alcove and up like a blind flight of some single bird seeking and finding release in the apse. The church stopped trembling at last, and the Priest laid his hands on himself as if to tell himself how to behave, how to breathe again; be still, be calm, stand tall….

Finally, he stumbled to the door and held to it, wanting to throw it wide, look out at the road which must be empty now, with perhaps a figure in white, far fleeing. He did not open the door.

He went about the church, glad for things to do, finishing out the ritual of locking up. It was a long way around to all the doors. It was a long way to next Easter.

He paused at the font and saw the clear water with no trace of red. He dipped his hand and cooled his brow and temples and cheeks and eyelids.

Then he went slowly up the aisle and laid himself out before the altar and let himself burst forth and really weep. He heard the sound of his sadness go up and come back in agonies from the tower where the bell hung silent.

And he wept for many reasons.

For himself.

For the Man who had been here a moment ago.

For the long time until the rock was rolled back and the tomb found empty again.

Until Simon-Called-Peter once more saw the Ghost upon the Martian shore, and himself Simon-Peter.

And most of all he wept because, oh, because, because… never in his life could he speak of this night to anyone….



Darling Adolf
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They were waiting for him to come out. He was sitting inside the little Bavarian cafe with a view of the mountains, drinking beer, and he had been in there since noon and it was now two-thirty, a long lunch, and much beer, and they could see by the way he held his head and laughed and lifted one more stein with the suds fluffing in the spring breeze that he was in a grand humour now, and at the table with him the two other men were doing their best to keep up, but bad fallen long behind.

On occasion their voices drifted on the wind, and then the small crowd waiting out in the parking lot leaned to hear. What was he saying? and now what?

“He just said the shooting was going well.”

“What, where?!”

“Fool. The film, the film is shooting well.”

“Is that the director sitting with him?”

“Yes. And the other unhappy one is the producer.”

“He doesn’t look like a producer.”

“No wonder! He’s had his nose changed.”

“And him, doesn’t he look real?”

“To the hair and the teeth.”

And again everyone leaned to look in at the three men, at the man who didn’t look like a producer, at the sheepish director who kept glancing out at the crowd and slouching down with his head between his shoulders, shutting his eyes, and the man between them, the man in the uniform with the swastika on his arm, and the fine military cap put on the table beside the almost-untouched food, for he was talking, no, making a speech.

“That’s the Fuhrer, all right!”

“God in heaven, it’s as if no time had passed. I don’t believe this is 1973. Suddenly it’s 1934 again, when first I saw him.”

“Where?”

“The Nuremberg Rally, the stadium, that was the autumn, yes, and I was thirteen and part of the Youth and one hundred thousand soldiers and young men in that big place that late afternoon before the torches were lit. So many bands, so many flags, so much heartbeat, yes, I tell you, I could hear one hundred thousand hearts banging away, we were all so in love, he had come down out of the clouds. The gods had sent him, we knew, and the time of waiting was over, from here on we could act, there was nothing he couldn’t help us to do.”

“I wonder how that actor in there feels, playing him?”

“Sh, he hears you. Look, he waves. Wave back.”

“Shut up,” said someone else. “They’re talking again. I want to hear -”

The crowd shut up. The men and women leaned into the soft spring wind. The voices drifted from the cafe table.

Beer was being poured by a maiden waitress with flushed cheeks and eyes as bright as fire.

“More beer!” said the man with the toothbrush mustache and the hair combed forward on the left side of his brow.

“No, thanks,” said the director.

“No, no,” said the producer.

“More beer. It’s a splendid day,” said Adolf. “A toast to the film, to us, to me. Drink!”

The other two men put their hands on their glasses of beer.

“To the film,” said the producer.

“To darling Adolf.” The director’s voice was flat.

The man in the uniform stiffened.

“I do not look upon myself -” he hesitated, “upon him as darling.”

“He was darling, all right, and you’re a doll.” The director gulped his drink. “Does anyone mind if I get drunk?”

“To be drunk is not permitted,” said Der Fuhrer.

“Where does it say that in the script?”

The producer kicked the director under the table.

“How many more weeks’ work do you figure we have?” asked the producer, with great politeness.

“I figure we should finish the film,” said the director, taking huge swigs, “around about the death of Hindenburg, or the Hindenburg gasbag going down in flames at Lakehurst, New Jersey, whichever comes first.”

Adolf Hitler bent to his plate and began to eat rapidly, snapping at his meat and potatoes in silence.

The producer sighed heavily. The director, nudged by this, calmed the waters. “Another three weeks should see the masterwork in the can, and us sailing home on the Titanic, there to collide with the Jewish critics and go down bravely singing ‘Deutschland Uber Alles.’ “

Suddenly all three were voracious and snapping and biting and chewing their food, and the spring breeze blew softly, and the crowd waited outside.

At last, Der Fuhrer stopped, had another sip of beer, and lay back in his chair, touching his mustache with his little finger.

“Nothing can provoke me on a day like this. The rushes last night were so beautiful. The casting for this film, ah! I find Goring to be incredible. Goebbels? Perfection!” Sunlight dazzled out of Der Fuhrer’s face. “So. So, I was thinking just last night, here I am in Bavaria, me, a pure Aryan -”

Both men flinched slightly, and waited.

“- making a film,” Hitler went on, laughing softly, “with a Jew from New York and a Jew from Hollywood. So amusing.”

“I am not amused, said the director, lightly.

The producer shot him a glance which said: me film is not finished yet. Careful.

“And I was thinking, wouldn’t it be fun…” Here Der Fuhrer stopped to take a big drink, “…to have another… ah… Nuremberg Rally?”

“You mean for the film, of course?”

The director stared at Hitler. Hitler examined the texture of the suds in his beer.

“My God,” said the producer, “do you know how much it would cost to reproduce the Nuremberg Rally? How much did it cost Hitler for me original, Marc?”

He blinked at his director, who said, “A bundle. But he had a lot of free extras, of course.”

“Of course! The Army, the Hitler Youth.”

“Yes, yes,” said Hitler. “But think of the publicity, all over the world? Let us go to Nuremberg, eh, and film my plane, eh, and me coming down out of the clouds? I heard those people out there, just now: Nuremberg and plane and torches. They remember. I remember. I held a torch in that stadium. My God, it was beautiful. And now, now I am exactly the age Hitler was when he was at his prime.’

“He was never at his prime,” said the director. “Unless you mean bung-meat.”

Hitler put down his glass. His cheeks grew very red. Then he forced a smile to widen his lips and change the colour of his face.

“That is a joke, of course.”

“A joke,” said the producer, playing ventriloquist to his friend.

“I was thinking,” Hitler went on, his eyes on the clouds again, seeing it all, back in another year. “If we shot it next month, with the. weather good. Think of all the tourists who Would come to watch the filming!”

“Yeah. Bormann might even come back from Argentina.”

The producer shot his director another glare.

Hitler cleared his throat and forced the words out: “As for expense, if you took one small ad, one mind you! in the Nuremberg papers one week before, why, you would have an army of people there as extras at fifty cents a day, no, a quarter, no, free!”

Der Fuhrer emptier his stein, ordered another. The waitress dashed off to refill. Hitler studied his two friends.

“You know,” said the director, sitting up, his own eyes taking a kind of vicious fire, his teeth showing as he leaned forward, “there is a kind of idiot grace to you, a kind of murderous wit, a sort of half-ass style. Every once in a while you come dripping up with some sensational slime that gleams and stinks in the sun, buster. Archie, listen to him. Der Fuhrer just had a great bowel movement. Drag in the astrologers’ Slit the pigeons and filch their guts. Read me the casting sheets.”

The director leaped to his feet and began to pace.

“That one ad in the paper, and all the trunks in Nuremberg get flung wide! Old uniforms come out to cover fat bellies! Old armbands come out to fit flabby arms! Old military caps with skull-eagles on them fly out to fit on fatheads!”

“I will not sit here-” cried Hitler.

He started to get up but the producer was tugging his arm and the director had a knife at his heart: his forefinger, stabbing hard.

“Sit.”

The director’s face hovered two inches from Hitler’s nose. Hitler slowly sank back, his cheeks perspiring.

“God, you are a genius,” said the director. “Jesus, your people would show up. Not the young, no, but the old. All the Hitler youth, your age now, those senile bags of tripe yelling ‘Sieg Heil,’ saluting, lighting torches at sunset, marching around the stadium crying themselves blind.”

The director swerved to his producer.

“I tell you. Arch, this Hitler here has bilge for brains but this time he’s on target! If we don’t shove the Nuremberg Rally up this film, I quit. I mean it. I will simply walk out and let Adolf here take over and direct the damned thing himself! Speech over.” -

He sat down.

Both the producer and Der Fuhrer appeared to be in a state of shock.

“Order me another goddamn beer,” snapped the director.

Hitler gasped in a huge breath, tossed down his knife and fork, and shoved back his chair.

“I do not break bread with such as you!”

“Why, you bootlicking lapdog son of a bitch,” said the director. “I’ll hold the mug and you’ll do the licking. Here.” The director grabbed the beer and shoved it under Der Fuhrer’s nose. The crowd, out beyond, gasped and almost surged. Hitler’s eyes rolled, for the director had seized him by the front of his tunic and was yanking him forward.

“Lick! Drink the German filth! Drink, you scum!”

“Boys, boys,” said the producer.

“Boys, crud! You know what this swill-hole, this chamberpot Nazi, has been thinking, sitting here, Archibald, and drinking your beer? Today Europe, tomorrow the world!”

“No, no, Marc!”

“No, no,” said Hitler, staring down at the fist which clenched the material of his uniform. “The buttons, the buttons -”

“Are loose on your tunic and inside your head, worm. Arch, look at him pour! Look at the grease roll off his forehead, look at his stinking armpits. He’s a sea of sweat because I’ve read his mind! Tomorrow the world! Get this film set up, him cast in the lead. Bring him down out of the clouds, a month from now. Brass bands. Torchlight. Bring back Leni Reifenstahl to show us how she shot the Rally in ‘34. Hitler’s lady-director friend. Fifty cameras she used, fifty she used, by God, to get all the German crumbs lined up and vomiting lies, and Hitler in his creaking leather and Goring awash in his blubber, and Goebbels doing his wounded-monkey walk, the three superfags of history aswank in the stadium at dusk, make it all happen again, with this bastard up front, and do you know what’s going through his little graveyard mind behind his bloater eyes at this very moment?”

“Marc, Marc,” whispered the producer, eyes shut, grinding his teeth. “Sit down. Everyone sees.”

“Let them see! Wake up, you! Don’t you shut your eyes on me, too! I’ve shut my eyes on you for days, filth. Now I want some attention. Here.”

He sloshed beer on Hitler’s face, which caused his eyes to snap wide and his eyes to roll yet again, as apoplexy burned he cheeks.

The crowd, out beyond, hissed in their breath.

The director, hearing, leered at them.

“Boy, is this funny. They don’t know whether to come in or not, don’t know if you’re real or not, and neither do I. Tomorrow, you bilgy bastard, you really dream of becoming Der Fuhrer.”

He bathed the man’s face with more beer.

The producer had turned away in his chair now and was frantically dabbing at some imaginary breadcrumbs on his tie. “Marc, for God’s sake -”

“No, no, seriously, Archibald. This guy thinks because he puts on a ten-cent uniform and plays Hitler for four weeks at good pay that if we actually put together the Rally, why Christ, History would tam back, oh turn back, Time, Time in thy flight, make me a stupid Jew-baking Nazi again for tonight Can you see it. Arch, this lice walking up to the microphones and shouting, and the crowd shouting back, and him realty trying to take over, as if Roosevelt still lived and Churchill wasn’t six feet deep, and it was all to be lost or won again, but mainly won, because this time they wouldn’t stop at the Channel but just cross on over, give or take a million German boys dead, and stomp England and stomp America, isn’t that what’s going on inside your little Aryan skull, Adolf? Isn’t it!”

Hitler gagged and hissed. His tongue stuck out. At last he jerked free and exploded:

“Yes! Yes, goddamn you! Damn and bake and bum you! You dare to lay hands on Der Fuhrer! The Rally! Yes! It must be in the film! We must make it again! The plane! The landing! The long (hive through streets. The blonde girls. The lovely blond boys. The stadium. Leni Reifenstahl! And from all me trunks, in all the attics, a black plague of armbands winging on the dusk, flying to assault, battering to take the victory. Yes, yes, I, Der Fuhrer, I will stand at that Rally and dictate terms! I-I-”

He was on his feet now.

The crowd, out beyond in the parking lot, shouted.

Hitler turned and gave them a salute.

The director took careful aim and shot a blow of his fist to the German’s nose.

After that the crowd arrived, shrieking, yelling, pushing, shoving, falling.

 

They drove to the hospital at four the next afternoon.

Slumped, the old producer sighed, his hands over his eyes. “Why, why, why are we going to the hospital? To visit that - monster?”

The director nodded.

The old man groaned. “Crazy world. Mad people. I never saw such biting, kicking, biting. That mob almost killed you.”

The director licked his swollen lips and touched his half-shut left eye with a probing finger. “I’m okay. The important thing is I hit Adolf, oh, how I hit him. And now -” He stared calmly ahead. “I think I am going to the hospital to finish the job.”

“Finish, finish?” The old man stared at him.

“Finish.” The director wheeled the car slowly around a comer.

“Remember the twenties. Arch, when Hitler got shot at in the street and not hit, or beaten in the streets, and nobody socked him away forever, or he left a beer hall ten minutes before a bomb went off, or was in that officers’ hut in 1844 and the briefcase bomb exploded and that didn’t get him. Always the charmed life. Always he got out from under the rock. Well, Archie, no more charms, no more escapes. I’m walking in that hospital to make sure that when that half-ass extra comes out and there’s a mob of krauts to greet him, he’s walking wounded, a permanent soprano. Don’t try to stop me. Arch.”

“Who’s stopping? Belt him one for me.”

They stopped in front of the hospital just in time to see one of the studio production assistants run down the steps, his hair wild, his eyes wilder, shouting.

“Christ,” said the director. “Bet you forty to one, our luck’s run out again. Bet you that guy running toward us says -”

“Kidnaped! Gone!” the man cried. “Adolf s been taken away!”

“Son of a bitch.”

They circled the empty hospital bed; they touched it.

A nurse stood in one comer wringing her hands. The production assistant babbled.

“Three men it was, three men, three men.”

“Shut up.” The director was snowblind from simply looking at the white sheets. “Did they force him or did he go along quietly?”

“I don’t know, I can’t say, yes, he was making speeches, making speeches as they took him out.”

“Making speeches?” cried the old producer, slapping his bald pate. “Christ, with the restaurant suing us for broken tables, and Hitler maybe suing us for -”

“Hold on.” The director stepped over and fixed the production assistant with a steady gaze. “Three men, you say?”

“Three, yes, three, three, three, oh, three men.”

A small forty-watt lightbulb flashed on in the director’s head.

“Did, ah, did one man have a square face, a good jaw, bushy eyebrows?”

“Why… yes!”

“Was one man short and skinny like a chimpanzee?”

“Yes!”

“Was one man big, I mean, slobby fat?”

“How did you know?”

The producer blinked at both of them. “What goes on? What-”

“Stupid attracts stupid. Animal cunning calls to laughing jackass cunning. Come on. Arch!”

“Where?” The old man stared at the empty bed as if Adolf might materialize there any moment now.

“The back of my car, quick!”

From the back of the car, on the street, the director pulled a German cinema directory. He leafed through the character actors. “Here.”

The old man looked. A forty-watt bulb went on in his head.

The director riffled more pages. “And here. And, finally, here.”

They stood now in the cold wind outside the hospital and let the breeze turn the pages as they read the captions under the photographs.

“Goebbels,” whispered the old man.

“An actor named Rudy Steihl.”

“Goring.”

“A hambone named Grofe.”

“Hess.”

“Fritz Dingle.”

The old man shut the book and cried to the echoes.

“Son of a bitch!”

“Louder and runnier, Arch. Funnier and louder.”

“You mean right now out there somewhere in the city three dumbkopf out-of-work actors have Adolf in hiding, held maybe for ransom? And do we pay it?”

“Do we want to finish the film. Arch?”

“God, I don’t know, so much money already, time, and -” The old man shivered and rolled his eyes. “What if - I mean - what if they don’t want ransom?”

The director nodded and grinned “You mean, what if this is the true start of the Fourth Reich?”

“All the peanut brittle in Germany might put itself in sacks and show up if they knew that -”

“Steihl, Grofe, and Dingle, which is to say, Goebbels, Goring, and Hess, were back in the saddle with dumbass Adolf?”

“Crazy, awful, mad! It couldn’t happen!”

“Nobody was ever going to clog the Suez Canal. Nobody was ever going to land on the Moon. Nobody.”

“What do we do? This waiting is horrible. Think of something. Marc, think, think!”

“I’m thinking.”

“And -”

This time a hundred-watt bulb flashed on in the director’s face. He sucked air and let out a great braying laugh.

“I’m going to help them organize and speak up. Arch! I’m a genius. Shake my hand!”

He seized the old man’s hand and pumped it, crying with hilarity, tears running down his cheeks.

“You, Marc, on their side, helping form the Fourth Reich!?”

The old man backed away.

“Don’t hit me, help me. Think, Arch, think. What was it Darling Adolf said at lunch, and damn the expense! What, what?”

The old man took a breath, held it, exploded it out, with a final light blazing in his face.

“Nuremberg?” he asked.

“Nuremberg! What month is this. Arch?”

“October!”

“October! October, forty years ago, October, the big, big Nuremberg Rally. And this coming Friday, Arch, an Anniversary Rally. We shove an ad in the international edition of Variety. RALLY ATNUREMBERG. TORCHES. BANDS. FLAGS. Christ, he won’t be able to stay away. He’d shoot his kidnapers to be there and play the greatest role in his life!”

“Marc, we can’t afford -”

“Five hundred and forty-eight bucks? For the ad plus the torches plus a full military band on a phonograph record? Hell, Arch, hand me that phone.”

The old man pulled a telephone out of the front seat of his limousine.

“Son of a bitch,” he whispered.

“Yeah.” The director grinned, and ticked the phone. “Son of a bitch.”

 

The sun was going down beyond the rim of Nuremberg Stadium. The sky was bloodied all across the western horizon. In another half-hour it would be completely dark and you wouldn’t be able-to see the small platform down in the center of the arena, or the few dark flags with the swastikas put up on temporary poles here or there making a path from one side of the stadium to the other. There was a sound of a crowd gathering, but the place was empty. There was a faint drum of band music but there was no band.

Sitting in the front row on the eastern side ofthestadium, the director waited, his hands on the controls of a sound unit. He had been waiting for two hours and was getting tired and feeling foolish. He could hear the old man saying:

“Let’s go home. Idiotic. He won’t come.”

And himself saying, “He will. He must,” but not believing it. He had the records waiting on his lap. Now and again he tested one, quietly, on the turntable, and then the crowd noises came from lilyhorns stuck up at both ends of the arena, murmuring, or the band played, not loudly, no, that would be later, but very softly. Then he waited again.

The sun sank lower. Blood ran crimson in the clouds. The director tried not to notice. He hated nature’s blatant ironies.

The old man stirred feebly at last and looked around.

“So this was the place. It was really it, back in 1934.”

“This was it. Yeah.”

“I remember the films. Yes, yes. Hitler stood - what? Over there?”

“That was it.”

“And all the kids and men down there and the girls there, and fifty cameras.”

“Fifty, count ‘em, fifty. Jesus, I would have liked to have been here with the torches and flags and people and cameras.”

“Marc, Marc, you don’t mean it?”

“Yes, Arch, sure! So I could have run up to Darling Adolf and done what I did to that pig-swine half-ass actor. Hit him in the nose, then hit him in the teeth, then hit him in the blinis! You got it, Leni? Action! Swot! Camera! Bam! Here’s one for Izzie. Here’s one for Ike. Cameras running, Leni? Okay. Zot! Print!”

They stood looking down into the empty stadium where the wind prowled a few newspapers like ghosts on the vast concrete floor.

Then, suddenly, they gasped.

Far up at the very top of the stadium a small figure had appeared.

The director quickened, half rose, then forced himself to sit back down.

The small figure, against the last light of the day, seemed to be having difficulty walking. It leaned to one side, and held one arm up against its side, like a wounded bird.

The figure hesitated, waited.

“Come on,” whispered the director.

The figure turned and was about to flee.

“Adolf, no!” hissed the director.

Instinctively, he snapped one of his hands to the sound-effects tape deck, his other hand to the music.

The military band began to play softly.

The “crowd” began to murmur and stir.

Adolf, far above, froze.

The music played higher. The director touched a control knob. The crowd mumbled louder.

Adolf turned back to squint down into the half-seen stadium. Now he must be seeing the flags. And now the few torches. And now the waiting platform with the microphones, two dozen of them! one of them real.

The band came up in full brass.

Adolf took one step forward.

The crowd roared.

Christ, thought the director, looking at his hands, which were now suddenly hard fists and now again just fingers leaping on the controls, all to themselves. Christ, what do I do with him when I get him down here? What, what?

And then, just as insanely, the thought came. Crud. You’re a director. And that’s Aim. And this is Nuremberg.

So…?

Adolf took a second step down. Slowly his hand came up in a stiff salute.

The crowd went wild.

Adolf never stopped after that. He limped, he tried to march with pomp, but the fact was he limped down the hundreds of steps until he reached the floor of the stadium. There he straightened his cap, brushed his tunic, resaluted the roaring emptiness, and came gimping across two hundred yards of empty ground toward the waiting platform.

The crowd kept up its tumult. The band responded with a vast heartbeat of brass and drum.

Darling Adolf passed within twenty feet of the lower stands where the director sat fiddling with the tape-deck dials. The director crouched down. But there was no need. Summoned by the ‘Siegffeils’ and the fanfare of trumpets and brass, Der Fuhrer was drawn inevitably toward that days where destiny awaited him. He was walking taller now and though his uniform was rumpled and the swastika emblem torn, and his mustache moth-eaten and his hair wild, it was the old Leader all right, it was him.

The old producer sat up straight and watched. He whispered. He pointed.

Far above, at the top of the stadium, three more men had stepped into view.

My God, thought the director, that’s the team. The men who grabbed Adolf.

A man with bushy eyebrows, a fat man, and a man like a wounded chimpanzee.

Jesus. The director blinked. Goebbels. Goring. Hess. Three actors at liberty. Three half-ass kidnapers staring down at…

Adolf Hitler climbing up on the small podium by the fake microphones and the real one under the blowing torches which bloomed and blossomed and guttered and smoked on the cold October wind under the sprig of lilyhorns which lifted in four directions.

Adolt lifted his chin. That did it. The crowd went absolutely mad. Which is to say, the director’s hand, sensing the hunger, went mad, twitched the volume high so the air was riven and torn and shattered again and again and again with “Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil!

Above, high on the stadium rim, the three watching figures lifted their arms in salute to their Fuhrer.

Adolf lowered his chin. The sounds of the crowd faded. Only the torch flames whispered.

Adolf made his speech.

He must have yelled and chanted and brayed and sputtered and whispered hoarsely and wrung his hands and beat the podium with his fist and plunged his fist at the sky and shut his eyes and shrieked like a disemboweled trumpet for ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour as the sun vanished beyond the earth and the three other men up on the stadium rim watched and listened and the producer and the director waited and watched. He shouted things about the whole world and he yelled things about Germany and he shrieked things about himself and he damned this and blamed that and praised yet a third, until at last he began to repeat, and repeat the same words over and over as if he had reached the end of a record inside himself and the needle was fastened to a circle track which hissed and hiccuped, hiccuped and hissed, and then faded away at last into a silence where you could only hear his heavy breathing, which broke at last into a sob and he stood with his head bent while the others now could not look at him but looked only at their shoes or the sky or the way the wind blew dust across the field. The flags fluttered. The single torch bent and lifted and twisted itself again and talked under its breath.

At last, Adolf raised his head to finish his speech.

“Now I must speak of them.”

He nodded up to the top of the stadium where the three men stood against the sky.

“They are nuts. I am nuts, too. But at least I know I am nuts. I told them: crazy, you are crazy. Mad, you are mad. And now, my own craziness, my own madness, well, it has run itself down. I am tired.”

“So now, what? I give the world back to you. I had it for a small while here today. But now you must keep it and keep it better than I would. To each of you I give the world, but you must promise, each of you to keep your own part and work with it. So there. Take it.”

He made a motion with his free hand to the empty seats, as if all the world were in his fingers and at last he were letting it go.

The crowd murmured, stirred, but said nothing loud.

The flags softly tongued the air. The flames squatted on themselves and smoked.

Adolf pressed his fingers onto his eyeballs as if suddenly seized with a blinding headache. Without looking over at the director or the producer, he said, quietly:

“Time to go?”

The director nodded.

Adolf limped off the podium and came to stand below where the old man and the younger director sat.

“Go ahead, if you want, again, hit me.”

The director sat and looked at him. At last he shook his head.

“Do we finish the film?” asked Adolf.

The director looked at the producer. The old man shrugged and could find nothing to say.

“Ah, well,” said the actor. “Anyway, the madness is over, the fever has dropped. I have made my speech at Nuremberg. God, look at those idiots up there. Idiots!” he called suddenly at the stands. Then back to the director, “Can you think? They wanted to hold me for ransom. I told them what fools they were. Now I’ll go tell them again. I had to get away from them. I couldn’t stand their stupid talk. I had to come here and be my own fool in my own way for the last time. Well…”

He limped off across the empty field, calling back quietly:

“I’ll be in your car outside, waiting. If you want, I am yours for the final scenes. If not, no, and that ends it.”

 

The director and the producer waited until Adolf had climbed to the top of the stadium. They could hear his voice drift down, cursing those other three, the man with the bushy eyebrows, the fat man, and the ugly chimpanzee, calling them many things, waving his hands. The three backed off and went away, gone.

Adolf stood alone high in the cold October air.

The director gave him a final lift of the sound volume. The crowd, obedient, banged out a last ‘Sieg Heil.’

Adolf lifted Ms free hand, not into a salute, but some sort of old, easy, half-collapsed mid-Atlantic wave. Then he was gone, too.

The sunlight went with him. The sky was no longer blood-coloured. The wind blew dust and want-ads from a German paper across the stadium floor.

“Son of a bitch,” muttered the old man. “Let’s get out of here.”

They left the torches to burn and the flags to blow, but shut off the sound equipment.

“Wish I’d brought a record of Yankee Doodle to march us out of here,” said the director.

“Who needs records. We’ll whistle. Why not?”

“Why not!”

He held the old man’s elbow going up the stairs in the dusk, but it was only halfway up, they had the guts to try to whistle.

And then it was suddenly so funny they couldn’t finish the tune.



G.B.S. - Mark V




1976
“Charlie! Where you going?”

Members of the rocket crew, passing, called.

Charles Willis did not answer.

He took the vacuum tube down through the friendly humming bowels of the spaceship. He fell, thinking: This is the grand hour.

“Chuck! Where travelling?” someone called.

To meet someone dead but alive, cold but warm, forever untouchable but reaching out somehow to touch.

“Idiot! Fool!”

The voice echoed. He smiled.

Then he saw Clive, his best friend, drifting up in the opposite chute. He averted his gaze, but Clive sang out through his seashell ear-pack radio:

“I want to see you!”

“Later!” Willis said.

“I know where you’re going. Stupid!”

And Clive was gone up away while Willis fell softly down, his hands trembling.

His boots touched surface. On the instant he suffered renewed delight.

He walked down through the hidden machineries of the rocket. Lord, he thought, crazy. Here we are one hundred days gone away from the Earth in Space, and, this very hour, most of the crew, in fever, dialing their aphrodi-siac animatronic devices that touched and hummed to them in their shut clamshell beds. While, what do I do? he thought. This.

He moved to peer into a small storage pit.

There, in an eternal dusk, sat the old man.

“Sir,” he said, and waited.

“Shaw,” he whispered. “Oh, Mr.George Bernard Shaw.”

The old man’s eyes sprang wide as if he had swallowed an Idea.

He seized his bony knees and gave a sharp cry of laughter.

“By God, I do accept it all!”

“Accept what, Mr.Shaw?”

Mr.Shaw flashed his bright blue gaze upon Charles Willis.

“The Universe! It thinks, therefore I am! So I had best accept, eh? Sit.”

Willis sat in the shadowed areaway, clasping his knees and his own warm delight with being here again.

“Shall I read your mind, young Willis, and tell you what you’ve been up to since last we conversed?”

“Can you read minds,” Mr.Shaw?”

“No, thank God. Wouldn’t it be awful if I were not only the cuneiform-tablet robot of George Bernard Shaw, but could also scan your head-bumps and spell your dreams? Unbearable.”

“You already are, Mr.Shaw.”

“Touche. Well, now.” The old man raked his reddish beard with his thin fingers, then poked Willis gently in the ribs. “How is it you are the only one aboard this starship who ever visits me?”

“Well, sir, you see -”

The young man’s cheeks burnt themselves to full blos-som.

“Ah, yes, I do see,” said Shaw. “Up through the hon-eycomb of the ship, all the happy male bees in their hives with their syrupy wind-up soft-singing nimble-nibbling toys, their bright female puppets.”

“Mostly dumb.”

“Ah, well. It was not always thus. On my last trip the Captain wished to play Scrabble using only names of char-acters, concepts and ideas from my plays. Now, strange boy, why do you squat here with this hideous old ego? Have you no need for that soft and gentle company abovestairs?”

“It’s a long journey, Mr.Shaw, two years out beyond

Pluto and back. Plenty of time for abovestairs company. Never enough for this. I have the dreams of a goat but the

genetics of a saint.”

“Well said!” The old man sprang lightly to his feet and paced about, pointing his beard now toward Alpha Centauri, now toward the nebula in Orion.

“How runs our menu today, Willis? Shall I preface Saint Joan for you? Or…?”

“Chuck…?”

Willis’s head jerked. His seashell radio whispered in his ear. “Willis! Clive calling. You’re late for dinner. I know where you are. I’m coming down. Chuck -”

Willis thumped his ear. The voice cut off.

“Quick, Mr.Shaw! Can you-well-run?”

“Can Icarus fall from the sun? Jump! I shall pace you with these spindly cricket legs!”

They ran.

Taking the corkscrew staircase instead of the air-tube, they looked back from the top platform in time to see dive’s shadow dart into that tomb where Shaw had died but to wake again.

“Willis!” cried his voice.

“To hell with him,” said Willis.

Shaw beamed. “Hell? I know it well. Come. I’ll show I you around!”

Laughing, they jumped into the feather-tube and fell up.

 

This was the place of stars.

Which is to say the one place in all the ship where, if one wished, one could come and truly look at the Universe and the billion billion stars which poured across it and ‘ never stopped pouring, cream from the mad dairies of the gods. Delicious frights or outcrops, on the other hand, if you thought it so, from the sickness of Lord God Jehovah turned in his sleep, upset with Creation, and birthing dino-saur worlds spun about Satanic suns.

“It’s all in the thinking,” observed Mr.Shaw, sidling his eyes at his young consort.

“Mr.Shaw! You can read minds?”

“Poppycock. I merely read faces. Yours is clear glass. I glanced just now and saw Job afflicted, Moses and the Burning Bush. Come. Let us look at the Deeps and see what God has been up to in the ten billion years since He collided with Himself and procreated Vastness.”

They stood now, surveying the Universe, counting the stars to a billion and beyond.

“Oh,” moaned the young man, suddenly, and tears fell from his eyes. “How I wish I had been alive when you were alive, sir. How I wish I had truly known you.”

“This Shaw is best,” retorted the old man, “all of the mincemeat and none of the tin. The coattails are better than the man. Hang to them and survive.”

Space lay all about, as vast as God’s first thought, as deep as His primal breathing.

They stood, one of them tall, one short, by the scan-ning window, with a fine view of the great Andromeda Nebula whenever they wished to focus it near with a touch of the button which made the Eye magnify and suck things close.

After a long moment of drinking stars, the young man let out his breath.

“Mr.Shaw…?.Say it. You know what I like to hear.”

“Do I, my boy?” Mr.Shaw’s eyes twinkled.

All of Space was around them, all of the Universe, all of the night of the celestial Being, all the stars and all the places between the stars, and the ship moving on its silent course, and the crew of the ship busy at work or games or touching their amorous toys, so these two were alone with their talk, these two stood viewing the Mystery and say-ing what must be said.

“Say it, Mr.Shaw.”

“Well, now…”

Mr.Shaw fixed his eyes on a star some twenty light-years away.

“What ore we?” he asked. “Why, we are the miracle of force and matter making itself over into imagination and will. Incredible. The Life Force experimenting with forms. You for one. Me for another. The Universe has shouted itself alive. We are one of the shouts. Creation turns in its abyss. We have bothered it, dreaming ourselves to shapes. The void is filled with slumbers; ten billion on a billion on a billion bombardments of light and material that know not themselves, that sleep moving and move but finally to make an eye and waken on themselves. Among so much that is flight and ignorance, we are the blind force that gropes like Lazarus from a billion-light-year tomb. We summon ourselves. We say, 0 Lazarus Life Force, truly come ye forth. So the Universe, a motion of deaths, fumbles to reach across Time to feel its own flesh and know it to be ours. We touch both ways and find each other miraculous because we are One.”

Mr.Shaw turned to glance at his young friend.

“There you have it. Satisfied?”

“Oh, yes! I-”

The young man stopped.

Behind them, in the viewing-cabin door, stood Clive. Beyond him, they could hear music pulsing from the far cubicles where crewmen and their huge toys played at amorous games.

“Well,” said Clive, “what goes on -?”

“Here?” interjected Shaw, lightly. “Why, only the con-founding of two energies making do with puzzlements. This contraption -” he touched his own breast, “speaks from computerized elations. That genetic conglomeration -” he nodded at his young friend, “responds with raw, be loved, and true emotions. The sum of us? Pandemonium spread on biscuits and devoured at high tea.”

Clive swiveled his gaze to Willis. “Damn, you’re nuts. At dinner you should have heard the laughter! You and this old man, and just talk! they said. Just talk, talk! Look, idiot, it’s your stand-watch in ten minutes. Be there! God!”

And the door was empty. Clive was gone.

Silently, Willis and Mr.Shaw floated down the drop-tube to the storage pit beneath the vast machineries.

The old man sat once again on the floor.

“Mr.Shaw.” Willis shook his head, snorting softly. “Hell. Why is it you seem more alive to me than anyone I have ever known?”

“Why, my dear young friend,” replied the old man, gen-tly, “what you warm your hands at are Ideas, eh? I am a walking monument of concepts, scrimshaws of thought, electric deliriums of philosophy and wonder. You love concepts. I am their receptacle. You love dreams in motion. I move. You love palaver and jabber. I am the consummate palaverer and jabberer. You and I, together, masticate Al-pha Centauri and spit forth universal myths. We chew upon the tail of Halley’s Comet and worry the Horsehead Nebu-la until it cries a monstrous Uncle and gives over to our creation. You love libraries. I am a library. Tickle my ribs and I vomit forth Melville’s Whale, Spirit Spout and all. Tic my ear and I’ll build Plato’s Republic with my tongue for you to run and live in. You love Toys. I am a Toy, a fabu-lous plaything, a computerized -”

“- friend,” said Willis, quietly.

Mr.Shaw gave him a look less of fire than of hearth.

“Friend,” he said.

Willis turned to leave, then stopped to gaze back at that strange old figure propped against the dark storage wall.

“I - I’m afraid to go. I have this fear something may happen to you.”

“I shall survive,” replied Shaw tartly, “but only if you warn your Captain that a vast meteor shower approaches. He must shift course a few hundred thousand miles. Done?”

“Done.” But still Willis did not leave.

“Mr.Shaw,” he said, at last. “What… what do you do while the rest of us sleep?”

“Do? Why, bless you. I listen to my tuning fork. Then, I write symphonies between my ears.”

Willis was gone.

In the dark, alone, the old man bent his head. A soft. hive of dark bees began to hum under his honey-sweet a breath.

 

Four hours later, Willis, off watch, crept into his sleep-cubicle.

In half-light, the mouth was waiting for him.

Clive’s mouth. It licked its lips and whispered:

“Everyone’s talking. About you making an ass out of yourself visiting a two-hundred-year-old intellectual relic, you, you, you. Jesus, the psycho-med’ll be out tomorrow to X-ray your stupid skull!”

“Better that than what you men do all night every night,” said Willis.

“What we do is us.”

“Then why not let me be me?”

“Because it’s unnatural.” The tongue licked and dart-ed. “We all miss you. Tonight we piled all the grand toys in the midst of the wild room and -”

“I don’t want to hear it!”

“Well, then,” said the mouth, “I might just trot down and tell all this to your old gentleman friend -”

“Don’t go near him!”

“I might.” The lips moved in the shadows. “You can’t stand guard on him forever. Some night soon, when you’re asleep, someone might - tamper with him, eh? Scramble his electronic eggs so he’ll talk vaudeville instead of Saint Joant? Ha, yes. Think. Long journey. Crew’s bored. Practi-cal joke like that, worth a million to see you froth. Beware, Charlie. Best come play with us”.

Willis, eyes shut, let the blaze out of him.

“Whoever dares to touch Mr.Shaw, so help me God, I’ll kill!”

He turned violently on his side, gnawing the back of his fist.

In the half-dark, he could sense dive’s mouth still moving.

“Kill? Well, well. Pity. Sweet dreams.”

An hour later, Willis gulped two pills and fell stunned into sleep.

 

In the middle of the night he dreamed that they were burning good Saint Joan at the stake and, in the midst of burning, the plain-potato maiden turned to an old man sto-ically wrapped around with ropes and vines. The old man’s beard was fiery red even before the flames reached it, and his bright blue eyes were fixed fiercely upon Eternity, ignoring the fire.

“Recant!” cried a voice. “Confess and recant! Recant!”

“There is nothing to confess, therefore no need for recantation,” said the old man quietly.

The flames leaped up his body like a mob of insane and burning mice.

“Mr.Shaw!” screamed Willis.

He sprang awake.

Mr.Shaw.

The cabin was silent. Clive lay asleep.

On his face was a smile.

The smile made Willis pull back, with a cry. He dressed. He ran.

Like a leaf in autumn he fell down the air-tube, growing older and heavier with each long instant.

The storage pit where the old man “slept” was much more quiet than it had a right to be.

Willis bent. His hand trembled. At last, he touched the old man.

“Sir?”

There was no motion. The beard did not bristle. Nor the eyes fire themselves to blue flames. Nor the mouth tremble with gentle blasphemies…

“Oh, Mr.Shaw,” he said. “Are you dead, then, oh God, are you really dead?”

The old man was what they called dead when a machine no longer spoke or tuned an electric thought or moved. His dreams and philosophies were snow in his shut mouth.

Willis turned the body this way and that, looking for some cut, wound, or bruise on the skin.

He thought of the years ahead, the long travelling years and no Mr.Shaw to walk with, gibber with, laugh with. Women in the storage shelves, yes, women in the cots late at night, laughing their strange taped laughters and mov-ing their strange machined motions, and saying the same dumb things that were said on a thousand worlds on a thousand nights.

“Oh, Mr.Shaw,” he murmured at last. “Who did this to you?”

Silly boy, whispered Mr.Shaw’s memory voice. You know.

I know, thought Willis.

He whispered a name and ran away.

 

“Damn you, you killed him!”

Willis seized dive’s bedclothes, at which instant Clive, like a robot, popped wide his eyes. The smile remained constant.

“You can’t kill what was never alive,” he said.

“Son of a bitch!”

He struck Clive once in the mouth, after which Clive was on his feet, laughing in some strange wild way, wiping blood from his lips.

“What did you do to him?” cried Willis.

“Not much, just -”

But that was the end of their conversation.

“On posts!” a voice cried. “Collision course!”

Bells rang. Sirens shrieked.

In the midst of their shared rage, Willis and Clive turned cursing to seize emergency spacesuits and helmets off the cabin walls.

“Damn, oh, damn, oh - d-”

Half through his last damn, Clive gasped. He vanished out a sudden hole in the side of the rocket.

The meteor had come and gone in a billionth of a sec-ond. On its way out, it had taken all the air in the ship with it through a hole the size of a small car.

My God, thought Willis, he’s gone forever.

What saved Willis was a ladder he stood near, against which the swift river of air crushed him on its way into Space. For a moment he could not move or breathe. Then the suction was finished, all the air in the ship gone. There was only time to adjust the pressure in his suit and helmet, and glance wildly around at the veering ship which was being bombarded now as in a space war. Men ran, or rather floated, shouting wildly, everywhere.

Shaw, thought Willis unreasonably, and had to laugh. Shaw.

 

A final meteor in a tribe of meteors struck the motor section of the rocket and blew the entire ship apart. Shaw, Shaw, oh, Shaw, thought Willis.

He saw the rocket fly apart like a shredded balloon, all its gases only impelling it to more disintegration. With the bits and pieces went wild crowds of men, dismissed from school, from life, from all and everything, never to meet face to face again, not even to say farewell, the dismissal was so abrupt and their deaths and isolation such a swift surprise.

Good-bye, thought Willis.

But there was no true good-bye. He could hear no weeping and no laments over his radio. Of all the crew, he was the last and final and only one alive, because of his suit, his helmet, his oxygen, miraculously spared. For what? To be alone and fall?

To be alone. To fall.

Oh, Mr.Shaw, oh, sir, he thought.

“No sooner called then delivered,” whispered a voice.

It was impossible, but:

Drifting, spinning, the ancient doll with the wild red beard and blazing blue eyes fell across darkness as if impelled by God’s breath, on a whim.

Instinctively, Willis opened his arms.

And the old party landed there, smiling, breathing heavily, or pretending to breathe heavily, as was his bent.

“Well, well, Willis! Quite a treat, eh?”

“Mr.Shaw! You were dead!”

“Poppycock! Someone bent some wires in me. The collision knocked things back together. The disconnec-tion is here below my chin. A villain cut me there. So if I fall dead again, jiggle under my jaw and wire me up, eh?”

“Yes, sir!”

“How much food do you carry at this moment, Willis?”

“Enough to last two hundred days in Space.”

“Dear me, that’s fine, fine! And self-recycling oxygen units, also, for two hundred days?”

“Yes, sir. Now, how long will your batteries last, Mr.Shaw?”

“Ten thousand years.” the old man sang out happily. “Yes, I vow, I swear! I am fitted with solar-cells which will collect God’s universal light until I wear out my circuits.”

“Which means you will outtalk me, Mr.Shaw, long after I have stopped eating and breathing.”

“At which point you must dine on conversation, breathe past participles instead of air. But, we must hoi the thought of rescue uppermost. Are not the chance good?”

“Rockets do come by. And I am equipped with radio signals -”

“Which even now cry out into the deep night: I’m here with ramshackle Shaw, eh?”

I’m here with ramshackle Shaw, thought Willis, and was suddenly warm in winter.

“Well, then, while we’re waiting to be rescued, Charles Willis, what next?”

“Next? Why-”

They fell away down Space alone but not alone, fearful| but elated, and now grown suddenly quiet.

“Say it, Mr.Shaw.”

“Say what?”

“You know. Say it again.”

“Well, then.” They spun lazily, holding to each other. “Isn’t life miraculous? Matter and force, yes, matter and force making itself over into intelligence and will.”

“Is that what we are, sir?”

“We are, bet ten thousand bright tin-whistles on it, we are. Shall I say more, young Willis?”

“Please, sir,” laughed Willis. “I want some more.”

And the old man spoke and the young man listened and the young man spoke and the old man hooted and they fell around a comer of Universe away out of sight, eating and talking, talking and eating, the young man bit-ing gumball foods, the old man devouring sunlight with his solar-cell eyes, and the last that was seen of them they were gesticulating and babbling and conversing and wav-ing their hands until their voices faded into Time and the solar system turned over in its sleep and covered them with a blanket of dark and light, and whether or not a res-cue ship named Rachel, seeking her lost children, ever came by and found them, who can tell, who would truly ever want to know?



Hopscotch




1978
Vinia woke to the sound of a rabbit running down and across an endless moonlit field; but it was only the soft, quick beating of her heart. She lay on the bed for a moment, getting her breath. Now the sound of the running faded and was gone at a great distance. At last she sat up and looked down from her second-story bedroom window and there below, on the long sidewalk, in the faint moonlight before dawn, was the hopscotch.

Late yesterday, some child had chalked it out, immense and endlessly augmented, square upon square, line after line, numeral following numeral. You could not see the end of it. Down the street it built its crazy pattern, 3, 4, 5, on up to 10, then 30, 50, 90, on away to turn far corners. Never in all the children’s world a hopscotch like this! You could Jump forever toward the horizon.

Now in the very early, very quiet morning, her eyes traveled and jumped, paused and hopped, along that presumptuous ladder of chalk-scratches and she heard herself whisper:

“Sixteen. “

But she did not run on from there.

The next square waited, she knew, with the scribbled blue chalk 17, but her mind flung out its arms and balanced, teetering, poised with her numb foot planted across the 1 and the 6, and could go no further.

Trembling, she lay back down.

The room was like the bottom of a cool well all night and she lay in it like a white stone in a well, enjoying it, floating in the dark yet clear element of half dreams and half wakening. She felt the breath move in small jets from her nostrils and she felt the immense sweep of her eyelids shutting and opening again and again. And at last she felt the fever brought into her room by the presence of the sun beyond the hills.

Morning, she thought. It might be a special day. After all, it’s my birthday. Anything might happen. And I hope it does.

The air moved the white curtains like a summer breath.

“Vinia … ?”

A voice was calling. But it couldn’t be a voice. Yet-Vinia raised herself-there it was again.

“Vinia … ?”

She slipped from bed and ran to the window of her high second-story window.

There on the fresh lawn below, calling up to her in the early hour, stood James Conway, no older than she, seventeen, very seriously smiling, waving his hand now as her head appeared.

“Jim, what’re you doing here?” she said, and thought, Does he know what day this is?

“I’ve been up an hour already,” he replied. “I’m going for a walk, starting early, all day. Want to come along?”

Oh but I couldn’t … my folks won’t be back till late tonight, I’m alone, I’m supposed to stay …”

She saw the green hills beyond the town and the roads leading out into summer, leading out into August and rivers and places beyond this town and this house and this room and this particular moment.

“I can’t go …” she said faintly.

“I can’t hear you!” he protested mildly, smiling up at her under a shielding hand.

“Why did you ask me to walk with you, and not someone else?”

He considered this for a moment. “I don’t know,” he admitted. He thought it over again, and gave her his most pleasant and agreeable look. “Because, that’s all, just because.”

“I’ll be down,” she said.

“Hey!” he said.

But the window was empty.

They stood in the center of the perfect, jeweled lawn, over which one set of prints, hers, had run, leaving marks, and another, his, had walked in great slow strides to meet them. The town was silent as a stopped clock. All the shades were still down.

“My gosh,” said Vinia, “it’s early. It’s crazy-early. I’ve never been up this early and out this early in years. Listen to everyone sleeping.”

They listened to the trees and the whiteness of the houses in this early whispering hour, the hour when mice went back to sleep and flowers began untightening their bright fists.

“Which way do we go?”

“Pick a direction.”

Vinia closed her eyes, whirled, and pointed blindly. “Which way am I pointing?”

“North. “

She opened her eyes. “Lefts go north out of town, then. I don’t suppose we should.”

“Why?”

And they walked out of town as the sun rose above the hills and the grass burned greener on the lawns.

There was a smell of hot chalk highway, of dust and sky and waters flowing in a creek the color of grapes. The sun was a new lemon. The forest lay ahead with shadows stirring like a million birds under each tree, each bird a leaf-darkness, trembling. At noon, Vinia and James Conway had crossed vast meadows that sounded brisk and starched underfoot. The day had grown warm, as an iced glass of tea grows warm, the frost burning off, left in the sun.

They picked a handful of grapes from a wild barbed-wire vine. Holding them up to the sun, you could see the clear grape thoughts suspended in the dark amber fluid, the little hot seeds of contemplation stored from many afternoons of solitude and plant philosophy. The grapes tasted of fresh, clear water and something that they had saved from the morning dews and the evening rains. They were the warmed-over flesh of April ready now, in August, to pass on their simple gain to any passing stranger. And the lesson was this; sit in the sun, head down, within a prickly vine, in flickery light or open light, and the world will come to you. The sky will come in its time, bringing rain, and the earth will rise through you, from beneath, and make you rich and make you full.

“Have a grape,” said James Conway. “Have two.”

They munched their wet, full mouths.

They sat on the edge of a brook and took off their shoes and let the water cut their feet off to the ankles with an exquisite cold razor.

My feet are gone! thought Vinia. But when she looked, there they were, underwater, living comfortably apart from her, completely acclimated to an amphibious existence.

They ate egg sandwiches Jim had brought with him in a paper sack.

“Vinia,” said Jim, looking at his sandwich before he bit it. ”would you mind if I kissed you?”

“I don’t know,” she said, after a moment. “I hadn’t thought. “

“Will you think it over?” he asked.

“Did we come on this picnic just so you could kiss me?” she asked suddenly.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong! It’s been a swell day! I don’t want to spoil it. But if you should decide, later, that it’s all right for me to kiss you, would you tell me?”

“I’ll tell you,” she said, starting on her second sandwich, “if I ever decide.”

 

The rain came as a cool surprise.

It smelled of soda water and limes and oranges and the cleanest, freshest river in the world, made of snow-water, falling from the high, parched sky.

First there had been a motion, as of veils, in the sky. The clouds had enveloped each other softly. A faint breeze had lifted Vinia’s hair, sighing and evaporating the moisture from her upper lip, and then, as she and Jim began to run, the raindrops fell down all about without touching them and then at last began to touch them, coolly, as they leaped green-moss logs and darted among vast trees into the deepest, muskiest cavern of the forest. The forest sprang up in wet murmurs overhead, every leaf ringing and painted fresh with water.

“This way!” cried Jim.

And they reached a hollow tree so vast that they could squeeze in and be warmly cozy from the rain. They stood together, arms about each other, the first coldness from the rain making them shiver, raindrops on their noses and cheeks, laughing. “Hey!” He gave her brow a lick. “Drinking water!”

“Jim!”

They listened to the rain, the soft envelopment of the world in the velvet clearness of falling water, the whispers in deep grass, evoking odors of old, wet wood and leaves that had lain a hundred years, moldering and sweet.

Then they heard another sound. Above and inside the hollow warm darkness of the tree was a constant humming, like someone in a kitchen, far away, baking and crusting pies contentedly, dipping in sweet sugars and snowing in baking powders, someone in a warm, dim, summer-rainy kitchen making a vast supply of food, happy at it, humming between lips over it.

“Bees, Jim, up there! Bees!”

“Shh!”

Up the channel of moist, warm hollow they saw little yellow flickers. Now the last bees, wettened, were hurrying home from whatever pasture or meadow or field they had covered, dipping by Vinia and Jim, vanishing up the warm flue of summer into hollow dark.

“They won’t bother us. Just stand still.”

Jim tightened his arms; Vinia tightened hers. She could smell his breath with the wild tart grapes still on it. And the harder the rain drummed on the tree, the tighter they held, laughing, at last quietly letting their laughter drain away into the sound of the bees home from the far fields. And for a moment, Vinia thought that she and Jim might be caught by a sudden drop of great masses of honey from above, sealing them into this tree forever, enchanted, in amber, to be seen by anyone in the next thousand years who strolled by, while the weather of all ages rained and thundered and turned green outside the tree.

It was so warm, so safe, so protected here, the world did not exist, there was raining silence, in the sunless, forested day.

“Vinia,” whispered Jim, after a while. “May I now?”

His face was very large, near her, larger than any face she had ever seen.

“Yes,” she said.

He kissed her.

The rain poured hard on the tree for a full minute while everything was cold outside and everything was tree-warmth and hidden away inside.

It was a very sweet kiss. It was very friendly and comfortably warm and it tasted like apricots and fresh apples and as water tastes when you rise at night and walk into a dark, warm summer kitchen and drink from a cool tin cup. She had never imagined that a kiss could be so sweet and immensely tender and careful of her. He held her not as he had held her a moment before, hard, to protect her from the green rain weather, but he held her now as if she were a porcelain clock, very carefully and with consideration. His eyes were closed and the lashes were glistening dark; she saw this in the instant she opened her eyes and closed them again.

The rain stopped.

It was a moment before the new silence shocked them into an awareness of the climate beyond their world. Now there was nothing but the suspension of water in all the intricate branches of the forest. Clouds moved away to show the blue sky in great quilted patches.

They looked out at the change with some dismay. They waited for the rain to come back, to keep them, by necessity, in this hollow tree for another minute or an hour. But the sun appeared, shining through upon everything, making the scene quite commonplace again.

They stepped from the hollow tree slowly and stood with their hands out, balancing, finding their way, it seemed, in these woods where the water was drying fast on every limb and leaf.

“I think we’d better start walking,” said Vinia. “That way.”

They walked off into the summer afternoon.

 

They crossed the town limits at sunset and walked hand in hand in the last glowing of the summer day. They had talked very little the rest of the afternoon, and now as they turned down one street after another, they looked at the passing sidewalk under their feet.

“Vinia,” he said at last. “Do you think this is the beginning of something?”

“Oh, gosh, Jim, I don’t know.”

“Do you think maybe we’re in love?”

“Oh, I don’t know that either!”

They passed down into the ravine and over the bridge and up the other side to her street.

“Do you think we’ll ever be married?”

“It’s too early to tell, isn’t it?” she said.

“I guess you’re right.” He bit his lip. “Will we go walking again soon?”

‘I don’t know. I don’t know. Let’s wait and see, Jim.”

The house was dark, her parents not home yet. They stood on her porch and she shook his hand gravely.

“Thanks, Jim, for a really fine day,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

They stood there.

Then he turned and walked down the steps and across the dark lawn. At the far edge of lawn he stopped in the shadows and said, “Good night.”

He was almost out of sight, running, when she, in turn, said good night.

 

In the middle of the night, a sound wakened her.

She half sat up in bed, trying to hear it again. The folks were home, everything was locked and secure, but it hadn’t been them. No, this was a special sound. And lying there, looking out at the summer night that had, not long ago, been a summer day, she heard the sound again, and it was a sound of hollowing warmth and moist bark and empty, tunneled tree, the rain outside but comfortable dryness and secretness inside, and it was the sound of bees come home from distant fields, moving upward in the flue of summer into wonderful darkness.

And this sound, she realized, putting her hand up in the summer-night room to touch it, was coming from her drowsy, half-smiling mouth.

Which made her sit bolt upright, and very quietly move downstairs, out through the door, onto the porch, and across the wet-grass lawn to the sidewalk, where the crazed hopscotch chalked itself way off into the future.

Her bare feet hit the first numbers, leaving moist prints up to 10 and 12, thumping, until she stopped at 16, staring down at 17, hesitating, swaying. Then she gritted her teeth, made fists, reared back, and …

Jumped right in the middle of the square 17.

She stood there for a long moment, eyes shut, seeing how it felt.

Then she ran upstairs and lay out on the bed and touched her mouth to see if a summer afternoon was breathing out of it, and listening for that drowsy hum, the golden sound, and it was there.

And it was this sound, eventually, which sang her to sleep.



Heart Transplant




1981
“Would I what?” he asked, in the dark, lying there easily, looking at the ceiling.

“You heard me,” she said, lying there beside him with similar ease, holding his hand, but staring rather than looking at that ceiling, as if there were something there that she was trying to see. “Well… ?”

“Say it again,” he said.

“If,” she said, after a long pause, “if you could fall in love with your wife again …  would you?”

“What a strange question.”

“Not so strange. This is the best of all possible worlds, if the world ran the way worlds  should run. Wouldn’t it make sense, finally, for people to fall in love again and live happily ever after? After all, you were once wildly in love with Anne.”

“Wildly.”

“You can never forget that.”

“Never. Agreed.”

“Well, then, that being true-would you-”

“ Could would be more like it.”

“Forget about could. Let’s imagine new circumstances, everything running right for a change, your wife behaving the way you describe her once-perfection instead of the way she acts now. What_ then_ ?”

He leaned up on his elbow and looked at her.

“You’re in a strange mood tonight. What gives?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s tomorrow. I’m forty, next month you’re forty-two. If men go mad at forty-two, shouldn’t women become sane two years earlier? Or maybe I’m thinking, What a shame. What a shame people don’t fall in love and stay in love with the same people all their lives, instead of having to find others to be with, laugh with or cry with; what a shame …”

He reached over and touched her cheek and felt a wetness there. “Good grief, you’re crying.”

“Just a little bit. It’s so damned sad. We are.  They  are. Everybody. Everyone. Sad. Was it always this way?”

“And hidden, I think. Nobody said.”

“I think I envy those people a hundred years ago.”

“Don’t envy what you can’t even guess. There was a lot of quiet madness under their serene no-talk.”

He leaned over and kissed the tears from under her eyes, lightly.

“Now, what brought all this on?”

She sat up and didn’t know what to do with her hands.

“What a joke,” she said. “Neither you nor I smoke. In books and movies, when people lie in bed after, they light cigarettes.” She put her hands across her breast and held on, as she talked. “It’s just, I was thinking of good old Robert, good old Bob, and how crazy I was for him once, and what am I doing here, loving you, when I should be home minding my thirty-seven-year-old-baby husband?”

“And?”

“And I was thinking how much I really, truly like Anne. She’s a great woman; do you know that?”

“Yes, but I try not to think of it, everything considered. She’s not you.”

“But what if, suddenly”-she clasped her hands around her knees and fixed him with a bright, clear-blue gaze-“what if she  were  me?”

“I  beg  your pardon?” He blinked.

“What if all the qualities you lost in her and found in me were somehow given back to her? Would you, could you, love her all over again?”

“Now I really do wish I smoked!” He dropped his feet out onto the floor and kept his back to her, staring out the window. “What’s the use of asking that kind of question, when there can never be an answer!?”

“That is the problem, though, isn’t it?” She addressed his back. “You have what my husband lacks and I have what your wife lacks. What’s needed is a double soul-no, a double heart transplant!” She almost laughed and then, deciding against it, almost cried.

“There’s an idea there for a story, a novel, maybe a film.”

“It’s our story and we’re sunk with it, and no way out, unless-”

“Unless?”

She got up and moved restlessly about the room, then went to stand and look out at the stars in the summer night sky.

“What makes it so rough is Bob’s beginning to treat me the way he once treated me. The last month he’s been so … fine, so terrific.”

“Oh, my God.” He sighed and shut his eyes.

“Yes. Oh, my God.”

There was a long silence. At last, he said, “Anne’s been acting better, too.”

“Oh, my God,” she repeated, in a whisper, shutting her own eyes. Then, at last, she opened them and traced the stars. “What’s the old thing? ‘If wishes were horses, beggars would ride’?”

“You’ve lost me for the third or fourth time in as many minutes.”

She came and knelt on the floor by him and took both of his hands in hers and looked into his face.

“My husband, your wife are both out of town tonight, yes, at the far ends of the country, one in New York, the other in San Francisco. Correct? And you’re sleeping over in this hotel room with me and we have all night together, but-” She stopped, searched, located and then tried the words: “But what if, just before we go to sleep, what if we made a kind of mutual wish, me for you, you for me?”

“A  wish’?” He started to laugh. “Don’t.” She shook his hands. He quieted. She went on: “A wish that while we slept, somehow, by a miracle, please God, please all the Graces and Muses and magical times and great dreams, somehow, some way, we would both”-she slowed and then continued-“both fall back in love, you with your wife, me with my husband.” He said nothing. “There,” she said.

He reached over, found some matches on the side table, struck one, and held it up to light her face. The fire glowed in her eyes and would not go away. He exhaled. The match went out.

“I’ll be damned,” he whispered. “You  mean  it.” “I do, and we_ are_ . Damned, that is. Would you  try?”

“Lord-”

“Don’t say Lord as if I had gone crazy on you.”

“Look-”

“No, you look.” She took his hands again and pressed them, hard. “For me. Would you do me the favor? And I’d do the same for you.” “Make a wish?”

“We often did, as kids. They sometimes worked. They worked because they weren’t really wishes, they were prayers.”

He lowered his eyes. “I haven’t prayed in years.” “Yes, you have. Count the times you wish you were back in the first month of your marriage. That’s a kind of forlorn wish, a lost prayer.” He looked at her and swallowed several times. “Don’t say anything,” she said. “Why not?” “Because right now, you feel you have nothing to

say.”

“I’ll be quiet, then. Let me think. Do you, God, do you really want me to make a wish for you?”

She sank back and sat on the floor, her hands in her lap, eyes shut. Quietly, tears began to slide down her cheeks.

“Dear, oh, my dear,” he said softly.

It was three in the morning and the talking was done and they had ordered some hot milk and drunk it and brushed their teeth, and now, as he came out of the bathroom, he saw her arranging the pillows on the bed, as if this were a special theater in a special new time.

“What am I doing here?” he said. She turned. “Once we used to know. Now we don’t. Come along.” She gestured and patted his side of the bed.

He rounded the bed. “I feel silly.” “You have to feel silly just so you can feel better.” She pointed at the bed.

He got in and put his head on the properly plumped pillow and folded the sheets neatly over his chest and clasped his hands on the sheets. “Does this look right?” he asked. “Perfect. Now.”

She put out the light and slid in on her side and took one of his hands and lay back perfectly straight and neat on her pillow. “Feeling tired, feeling sleepy?” “Enough,” he said.

“All right, then. Be serious now. Don’t say anything. Just think. You know what.” “I know.”

“Shut your eyes now. There. Good.” She shut her own and they lay there, with just their hands clasped and nothing in the room now that stirred save their breathing. “Take a breath,” she whispered. He took a breath. “Now exhale.” He exhaled. She did the same.

“Now,” she murmured. “Begin.” She whispered “Wish.”

Thirty seconds ticked by on their watches.

“Are you wishing?” she asked softly, at last.

“Wishing,” he said, just as softly.

“Good,” she whispered. And then: “Good night.”

Perhaps a minute later, his quiet voice, inaudible, moved in the dark room:

“Goodbye.”

He awoke for no reason except that he had had a dream that the earth had shrugged, or an earthquake had happened ten thousand miles away that no one felt, or that there had been a second Annunciation but everyone was deaf, or perhaps it was only that the moon had come into the room during the night and changed the shape of the room and changed the looks on their faces and the flesh on their bones and now had stopped so abruptly that the quick silence had stirred his eyes wide. In the moment of opening, he knew the streets were dry, there had been no rain. Only, perhaps, some sort of crying.

And, lying there, he knew that somehow the wish had been granted.

He didn’t know it immediately, of course. He sensed and guessed it because of an incredible new

warmth in the room, nearby, which came from the lovely woman lying by his side.

The sureness, the regularity, the serene rise and fall of her breathing told him more. A spell had arrived, resolved itself, and passed straight on into truthful existence while she slept. Celebration was in her blood now, even though she was not awake to know it. Only her dream knew, and whispered it every time she exhaled.

He rose up onto his elbow, afraid to trust his intuition.

He bent to look at that face, more beautiful than he had ever known it.

Yes, the sign was there. The absolute certainty was there. The peace was there. The sleeping lips smiled. If her eyes had opened, they would have been blazing with light.

Wake up, he wanted to say. I know your happiness. Now you must discover it. Wake up.

He reached to touch her cheek but pulled his hand away. Her eyelids moved. Her mouth opened.

Quickly, he turned and lay huddled over on his side of the bed and waited.

After a long while, he heard her sit up. Then, as if struck a lovely blow, she exclaimed something, cried out, reached over, touched him, found him asleep, and sat beside him, discovering what he already knew.

He heard her get up and run around the room like a bird wishing to be free. She came and kissed him on the cheek, went away, came back, kissed him again, laughed softly, then went off quickly into the sitting room. He heard her dialing long distance and shut his eyes, tightly.

“Robert?” her voice said, at last. “Bob? Where are you? Silly. Stupid of me. I  know where you are. Robert. Bob, oh, God, can I fly there, will you be there when I arrive, today, this afternoon, tonight, yes? Would it be all right? … What’s come  over me? I don’t know. Don’t ask. Can I come? Yes? Say yes! … Oh, grand! Goodbye!” He heard the telephone click. After a while, he heard her blowing her nose as she entered the room and sat on the bed next to him in the first light of dawn. She had dressed quickly and haphazardly, and now he reached out and took

her hand.

“Something happened,” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“The wish. It came true.”

“Isn’t it incredible? Impossible, but it did! Why?

How?”

“Because both of us believed,” he said, quietly. “I

wished very hard, for you.”

“And I for you. Oh, Lord, isn’t it wonderful that both of us could shift at the same time, move, change, all in a night? Otherwise, it would be terrible wouldn’t it, if just one changed and the other 3 left behind?” o’Terrible,” he admitted.

“Is it really a miracle?” she asked. “Did we wish hard enough and someone or something or God heard us and lent us back our old loves to warm us and tell us to behave, we might never have another wish or another chance again, is that it?” “I don’t know. Do you?”

“Or was it just our secret selves knowing the time was over, a new time had come, and time for us to both turn around and go, is that the real

truth?” “All I know is I heard you on the phone just now.

When you’re gone, I’ll call Anne.” “Will you?” “I will.”

“Oh, Lord, I’m so happy for you, for me, for us!” “Get out of here. Go. Get. Run. Fly away

home.”

She jumped to her feet and banged at her hair with a comb and gave up, laughing. “I don’t care if I look funny-”

“Beautiful,” he corrected.

“Beautiful to you, maybe.”

“Always and forever.”

She came and bent down and kissed him and

“Is this our last kiss?

“Yes.” He thought about it. “The last.”

“One more, then.”

“Just one.”

She held his face in her hands and stared into it.

“Thanks for your wish,” she said.

“Thanks for  yours.

“You calling Anne right now?”

“Now.”

“Best to Anne.”

“Best to Bob. God love you, dear lady. Goodbye.”

She was out the door and in the next room and the outside door shut and the hotel suite was very quiet. He heard her footsteps fade a long way off in the hall toward the elevator.

He sat looking at the phone but did not touch it.

He looked in the mirror and saw the tears beginning to stream unendingly out of his eyes.

“You, there,” he said to his image. “You. Liar.” And again: “Liar!”

And he turned and lay back down in the bed and put one hand out to touch that empty pillow there.



	Of Absence, Darkness,

	Death: Things Which

	Are Not

	Ray Bradbury

	Of absence, darkness, death: things which are not

	Each unshaped shape resembles

	Some midnight soul

	That "with Nothing trembles."

	Blind skies, cloudless dimensions;

	Do smother souls

	Whose nameless apprehensions

	Go unborn; all's diminution;

	No spirit-fire flares, no apparition

	Leans forth its faceless face from looking-glass

	Or windowpane.

	The rain wears only wind, while wind wears rain,

	And when the wind with winter-white bestows

	A-spectral ice, there no ghost goes.

	All attics empty, all breezeways, bare,

	No phantom, prideless, restless, drifts his dustprints

	there. The autumn round all dreamless goes; no seamless shrouds,

	No palaces of callous stars, no marble clouds,

	The earthen basements drink no blood

	All is a vacuumed neighborhood,

	Not even dark keeps dark or death hides death,

	And sightless pulse of panics keep their breath.

	Nor does a ghostless curtain pale the air

	All absence is, beyond the everywhere.

	Then why this unplumbed drowning-pool of fear?

	My soul dissembles

	Like unit candles blown down-wind where nothing

	trembles With bloodless, lifeless snowchild's seed Miscarried by nobody's blood and need, No moans, no cries

	No blizzard mourns of silent celebration Whose tongueless population Stays unborn-dead. But in my mindless marrow-bed: Fears unremembered How then forgot? Yet: Absence, darkness, death: things which are not.

	 



Last Rites




1994
Harrison Cooper was not that old, only thirty-nine, touching at the warm rim of forty rather than the cold rim of thirty, which makes a great difference in temperature and attitude. He was a genius verging on the brilliant, unmarried, unengaged, with no children that he could honestly claim, so having nothing much else to do, woke one morning in the summer of 1999, weeping.

“Why!?”

Out of bed, he faced his mirror to watch the tears, examine his sadness, trace the woe. Like a child, curious after emotion, he charted his own map, found no capital city of despair, but only a vast and empty expanse of sorrow, and went to shave.

Which didn’t help, for Harrison Cooper had stumbled on some secret supply of melancholy that, even as he shaved, spilled in rivulets down his soaped cheeks.

“Great God,” he cried. “I’m at a funeral, but who’s dead?!”

He ate his breakfast toast somewhat soggier than usual and plunged off to his laboratory to see if gazing at his Time Traveler would solve the mystery of eyes that shed rain while the rest of him stood fair.

Time Traveler? All, yes.

For Harrison Cooper had spent the better part of his third decade wiring circuitries of impossible pasts and as yet untouchable futures. Most men philosophize in their as-beautiful-as-women cars. Harrison Cooper chose to dream and knock together from pure air and electric thunderclaps what he called his Mobius Machine.

He had told his friends, with wine-colored nonchalance, that he was taking a future strip and a past strip, giving them a now half twist, so they looped on a single plane. Like those figure-eight ribbons, cut and pasted by that dear mathematician A. F. Mobius in the nineteenth century.

“Ah, yes, Mobius,” friends murmured.

What they really meant was, “Ah, no. Good night.”

Harrison Cooper was not a mad scientist, but he was irretrievably boring. Knowing this, he had retreated to finish the Mobius Machine. Now, this strange morning, with cold rain streaming from his eyes, he stood staring at the damned contraption, bewildered that he was not dancing about with Creation’s joy.

He was interrupted by the ringing of the laboratory doorbell and opened the door to find one of those rare people, a real Western Union delivery boy on a real bike. He signed for the telegram and was about to shut the door when he saw the lad staring fixedly at the Mobius Machine.

“What,” exclaimed the boy, eyes wide, “is that?”

Harrison Cooper stood aside and let the boy wander in a great circle around his Machine, his eyes dancing up, over, and around the immense circling figure eight of shining copper, brass, and silver.

“Sure!” cried the boy at last, beaming. “A Time Machine!”

”Bull’s-eye!”

“When do you leave?” said the boy. “Where will you go to meet which person where? Alexander? Caesar? Napoleon! Hitler?!”

“No, no!”

The boy exploded his list. “Lincoln-”

“More like it.”

“General Grant! Roosevelt! Benjamin Franklin?”

“Franklin, yes!”

“Aren’t you lucky?”

“Am I?” Stunned, Harrison Cooper found himself nodding. “Yes, by God, and suddenly-”

Suddenly he knew why he had wept at dawn. He grabbed the young lad’s hand. “Much thanks. You’re a catalyst-”

“Cat-?”

“A Rorschach test-making me draw my own list-now gently, swiftly-out! No offense.”

The door slammed. He ran for his library phone, punched numbers, waited, scanning the thousand books on the shelves.

“Yes, yes, he murmured, his eyes flicking over the gorgeous sun-bright titles. “Some of you. Two, three, maybe four. Hello! Sam? Samuel! Can you get here in five minutes, make it three? Dire emergency. Come!”

He slammed the phone, swiveled to reach out and touch.

“Shakespeare,” he murmured. “Willy-William, will it be-you?”

 

The laboratory door opened and Sam/Samuel stuck his head in and froze.

For there, seated in the midst of his great Mobius figure eight, leather jacket and boots shined, picnic lunch packed, was Harrison Cooper, arms flexed, elbows out, fingers alert to the computer controls.

“Where’s your Lindbergh cap and goggles?” asked Samuel.

Harrison Cooper dug them out, put them on, smirking. “Raise the Titanic; then sink it!” Samuel strode to the lovely machine to confront its rather outre’ occupant. “Well, Cooper, what?” he cried.

“I woke this morning in tears.”

“Sure. I read the phone book aloud last night. That did it!”

“No. You read me these!”

Cooper handed the books over.

“Sure! We gabbed till three, drunk as owls on English Lit!”

“To give me tears for answers!”

“To what?”

“To their loss. To the fact that they died unknown, unrecognized; to the grim fact that some were only truly recognized, republished, raved over from 1920 on!”

“Cut the cackle and move the buns,” said Samuel. “Did you call to sermonize or ask advice?”

Harrison Cooper leaped from his machine and elbowed Samuel into the library.

“You must map my trip for me!”

“Trip? Trip!”

“I go a-journeying, far-traveling, the Grand Literary Tour. A Salvation Army of one!”

“To save lives?”

“No, souls! What good is life if the soul’s dead? Sit! Tell me all the authors we raved on by night to weep me at dawn. Here’s brandy. Drink! Remember?”

“I do!”

“List them, then! The New England Melancholic first. Sad, recluse from land, should have drowned at sea, a lost soul of sixty! Now, what other sad geniuses did we maunder over-”

“God!” Samuel cried. “You’re going to tour them? Oh, Harrison, Harry, I love you!”

“Shut up! Remember how you write jokes? Laugh and think backwards! So let us cry and leap up our tear ducts to the source. Weep for Whales to find minnows!”

“Last night I think I quoted-”

“Yes?”

“And then we spoke-”

“Go on-”

”Well.”

Samuel gulped his brandy. Fire burned his eyes.

“Write this down!”

They wrote and ran.

 

“What will you do when you get there, Librarian Doctor?”

Harrison Cooper, seated back in the shadow of the great hovering Mobius ribbon, laughed and nodded. “Yes! Harrison Cooper, L.M.D. Literary Meadow Doctor. Curer of fine old lions off their feed, in dire need of tender love, small applause, the wine of words, all in my heart, all on my tongue. Say ‘Ah!’ So long. Good-bye!”

“God bless!”

He slammed a lever, whirled a knob, and the machine, in a spiral of metal, a whisk of butterfly ribbon, very simply-vanished.

A moment later, the Mobius Machine gave a twist of its atoms and-returned.

“Voila!” cried Harrison Cooper, pink-faced and wild-eyed. ‘It’s done!”

 

“So soon?” exclaimed his friend Samuel “A minute here, but hours there!”

“Did you succeed?”

“Look! Proof positive.”

For tears dripped off his chin.

“What happened? what?!”

“This, and this … and …this !”

 

A gyroscope spun, a celebratory ribbon spiraled endlessly on itself, and the ghost of a massive window curtain haunted the air, exhaled, and then ceased.

As if fallen from a delivery-chute, the books arrived almost before the footfalls and then the half-seen feet and then the fog-wrapped legs and body and at last the head of a man who, as the ribbon spiraled itself back into emptiness, crouched over the volumes as if warming himself at a hearth.

He touched the books and listened to the air in the dim hallway where dinnertime voices drifted up from below and a door stood wide near his elbow, from which the faint scent of illness came and went, arrived and departed, with the stilted breathing of some patient within the room. Plates and silverware sounded from the world of evening and quiet good health downstairs. The hall and the sickroom were for a time deserted. In a moment, someone might ascend with a tray for the half-sleeping man in the intemperate room.

Harrison Cooper rose with stealth, checking the stairwell, and then, carrying a sweet burden of books, moved into the room, where candles lit both sides of a bed on which the dying man lay supine, arms straight at his sides, head weighting the pillow, eyes grimaced shut, mouth set as if daring the ceiling, mortality itself, to sink and extinguish him.

At the first touch of the books, now on one side, now on the other, of his bed, the old man’s eyelids fluttered, his dry lips cracked; the air whistled from his nostrils:

“who’s there?” he whispered. “what time is it?”

“whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth, whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul, then I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can,” replied the traveler at the foot of the bed, quietly.

“what, what?” the old man in the bed whispered swiftly. “It is a way I have of driving off the spleen and regulating the circulation,” quoted the visitor, who now moved to place a book under each of the dying man’s hands where his tremoring fingers could scratch, pull away, then touch, Braille-like, again.

One by one, the stranger held up book after book, to show the covers, then a page, and yet another title page where printed dates of this novel surfed up, adrift, but to stay forever on some far future shore.

The sick man’s eyes lingered over the covers, the tides, the dates, and then fixed to his visitor’s bright face. He exhaled, stunned. “My God, you have the look of a traveler. From where?”

“Do the years show?” Harrison Cooper leaned forward. “Well, then-I bring you an Annunciation.”

“Such things come to pass only with virgins,” whispered the old man. “No virgin lies here buried under his unread books.”

“I come to unbury you. I bring tidings from a far place.” The sick man’s eyes moved to the books beneath his trembling hands.

“Mine?” he whispered.

The traveler nodded solemnly, but began to smile when the color in the old man’s face grew warmer arid the expression in his eyes and on his mouth was suddenly eager.

“Is there hope. then?”

“There is!”

“I believe you.” The old man took a breath and then wondered, “Why?”

“Because,” said the stranger at the foot of the bed, “I love you.”

“I do not know you, sir!”

“But I know you fore and aft, port to starboard, main topgallants to gunnels, every day in your long life to here!”

“Oh, the sweet sound!” cried the old man. “Every word that you say, every light from your eyes, is foundation-of-the-world true! How can it be?” Tears winked from the old man’s lids. “Why?”

“Because I am the truth,” said the traveler. “I have come a long way to find and say: you are not lost. Your great Beast has only drowned some little while. In another year, lost ahead, great and glorious, plain and simple men will gather at your grave and shout: he breeches, he rises, he breeches, he rises! and the white shape will surface to the light, the great terror lift into the storm and thunderous St. Elmo’s fire and you with him, each bound to each, and no way to tell where he stops and you start or where you stop and he goes off around the world lifting a fleet of libraries in his and your wake through nameless seas of sub-sub-librarians and readers mobbing the docks to chart your far journeyings, alert for your lost cries at three of a wild morn.”

“Christ’s wounds!” said the man in his winding-sheet bedclothes. “To the point, man, the point! Do you speak truth!?”

“I give you my hand on it, and pledge my soul and my heart’s blood.” The visitor moved to do just this, and the two men’s fists fused as one. “Take these gifts to the grave. Count these pages like a rosary in your last hours. Tell no one where they came from. Scoffers would knock the ritual beads from your fingers. So tell this rosary in the dark before dawn, and the rosary is this: you will live forever. You are immortal.”

“No more of this, no more! Be still.”

“I can not. Hear me. Where you have passed a fire path will burn, miraculous in the Bengal Bay, the Indian Seas, Hope’s Cape, and around the Horn, past perdition’s landfall, as far as living eyes can see.”

He gripped the old man’s fist ever more tightly.

“I swear. In the years ahead, a million millions will crowd your grave to sleep you well and warm your bones. Do you hear?”

“Great God, you are a proper priest to sound my Last Rites. And will I enjoy my own funeral? I will.”

His hands, freed, clung to the books at each side, as the ardent visitor raised yet other books and intoned the dates:

“Nineteen twenty-two … 1930 …_1935_ … 1940 . 1955… 1970. Can you read and know what it means?”

He held the last volume close to the old man’s face. The fiery eyes moved. The old mouth creaked.

“Nineteen ninety?”

“Yours. One hundred years from tonight.”

“Dear God!”

“I must go, but I would hear. Chapter One. Speak.”

The old man’s eyes slid and burned. He licked his lips, traced the words, and at last whispered, beginning to weep:

“‘Call me Ishmael.’

 

There was snow and more snow and more snow after that. In the dissolving whiteness, the silver ribbon twirled in a massive whisper to let forth in an exhalation of Time the journeying librarian and his book bag. As if slicing white bread rinsed by snow, the ribbon, as the traveler ghosted himself to flesh, sifted him through the hospital wall into a room as white as December. There, abandoned, lay a man as pale as the snow and the wind. Almost young, he slept with his mustaches oiled to his lip by fever. He seemed not to know nor care that a messenger had invaded the air near his bed. His eyes did not stir, nor did his mouth increase the passage of breath. His hands at his sides did not open to receive. He seemed already lost in a bomb and only his unexpected visitor’s voice caused his eyes to roll behind their shut lids.

“Are you forgotten?” a voice asked.

“Unborn,” the pale man replied.

“Never remembered?”

“Only. Only in. France.”

“Wrote nothing at all?”

“Not worthy.”

“Feel the weight of what I place on your bed. No, don’t look. Feel.”

“Tombstones.”

“With names, yes, but not tombstones. Not marble but paper. Dates, yes, but the day after tomorrow and tomorrow and ten thousand after that. And your name on each.”

“It will not be.”

“Is. Let me speak the names. Listen. Masque?”

“Red Death.”

“The Fall of-”	-

“Usher!”

“Pit?”

“Pendulum!”

“Tell-tale?”

“Heart! My heart. Heart!”

“Repeat: for the love of God, Montresor.” “Silly.”

“Repeat: Montresor, for the love of God.” “For the love of God, Montresor’.”

“Do you see this label?”

“I see!”

“Read the date.”

“Nineteen ninety-four. No such date.”

“Again, and the name of the wine.”

“Nineteen ninety-four. Amontillado. And my name!”

“Yes! Now shake your head. Make the fool’s-cap bells ring. Here’s mortar for the last brick. Quickly. I’m here to bury you alive with books. When death comes, how will you greet him? With a shout and-?”

“Requiescat in pace?”

“Say it again.”

“Requiescat in pace!”

The Time Wind roared, the room emptied. Nurses ran in, summoned by laughter, and tried to seize the books that weighed down his joy.

“What’s he saying?” someone cried.

 

In Paris, an hour, a day, a year, a minute later, there was a run of St. Elmo’s fire along a church steeple, a blue glow in a dark alley, a soft tread at a street corner, a turnabout of wind like an invisible carousel, and then footfalls up a stair to a door which opened on a bedroom where a window looked out upon cafes filled with people and far music, and in a bed by the window, a tall man lying, his pale face immobile, until he heard alien breath in his room.

The shadow of a man stood over him and now leaned down so that the light from the window revealed a face and a mouth as it inhaled and then spoke. The single word that the mouth said was:

“Oscar?”



No News, or What Killed the Dog?




1994
It was a day of holocausts, cataclysms, tornadoes, earth-quakes, blackouts, mass murders, eruptions, and miscellaneous dooms, at the peak of which the sun swallowed the earth and the stars vanished.

But to put it simply, the most respected member of the Bentley family up and died.

Dog was his name, and dog he was.

The Bentleys, arising late Saturday morning, found Dog stretched on the kitchen floor, his head toward Mecca, his paws neatly folded, his tail not a-thump but silent for the first time in twenty years.

Twenty years! My God, everyone thought, could it really have been that long? And now, without permission, Dog was cold and gone.

Susan, the younger daughter, woke everyone yelling:

“Something’s wrong with Dog. Quick!”

Without bothering to don his bathrobe, Roger Bentley, in his underwear, hurried out to look at that quiet beast on the

kitchen tiles. His wife, Ruth, followed, and then their son Skip, twelve. The rest of the family, married and flown, Rodney and Sal, would arrive later. Each in turn would say the same thing:

“No! Dog was forever.”

Dog said nothing, but lay there like World War II, freshly finished, and a devastation.

Tears poured down Susan’s cheeks, then down Ruth Bentley’s, followed in good order by tears from Father and, at last, when it had sunk in, Skip.

Instinctively, they made a ring around Dog, kneeling to the floor to touch him, as if this might suddenly make him sit up, smile as he always did at his food, bark, and beat them to the door. But their touching did nothing but increase their tears.

But at last they rose, hugged each other, and went blindly in search of breakfast, in the midst of which Ruth Bentley said, stunned, “We can’t just leave him there.”

Roger Bentley picked Dog up, gently, and moved him out on the patio, in the shade, by the pool.

“What do we do next?”

“I don’t know,” said Roger Bentley. “This is the first death in the family in years and-” He stopped, snorted, and shook his head. “I mean-”

“You meant exactly what you said,” said Ruth Bentley. “If Dog wasn’t family, he was nothing. God, I loved him.”

A fresh burst of tears ensued, during which Roger Bentley brought a blanket to put over Dog, but Susan stopped him.

“No, no.1 want to see him. I won’t be able to see him ever again. He’s so beautiful. He’s so - old.”

They all carried their breakfasts out on the patio to sit around Dog, somehow feeling they couldn’t ignore him by eating inside.

Roger Bentley telephoned his other children, whose response, after the first tears, was the same: they’d be right over. Wait.

When the other children arrived, first Rodney, twenty-one, and then the older daughter, Sal, twenty-four, a fresh storm of grief shook everyone and then they sat silently for a moment, watching Dog for a miracle.

“What are your plans?” asked Rodney at last.

“I know this is silly,” said Roger Bentley after an embarrassed pause. “After all, he’s only a dog-”

“Only!?” cried everyone instantly.

Roger had to back off. “Look, he deserves the Taj Mahal. What he’ll get is the Orion Pet Cemetery over in Burbank.”

“Pet Cemetery!?” cried everyone, but each in a different way.

“My God,” said Rodney, “that’s silly!”

“What’s so silly about it?” Skip’s face reddened and his lip trembled. “Dog, why, Dog was a pearl of… rare price.

“Yeah!” added Susan.

“Well, pardon me.” Roger Bentley turned away to look at the pool, the bushes, the sky. “I suppose I could call those trash people who pick up dead bodies-”

“Trash people?” exclaimed Ruth Bentley.

“Dead bodies?” said Susan. “Dog isn’t a dead body!”

“What is he, then?” asked Skip bleakly.

They all stared at Dog lying quietly there by the pool. “He’s,” blurted Susan at last, “he’s … he’s my love!” Before the crying could start again, Roger Bentley picked up the patio telephone, dialed the Pet Cemetery, talked, and put the phone down.

“Two hundred dollars,” he informed everyone. “Not bad.”

“For Dog?” said Skip. “Not enough!”

“Are you really serious about this?” asked Ruth Bentley.

“Yeah,” said Roger. “I’ve made fun of those places all my life. But, now, seeing as how we’ll never be able to visit Dog again-” He let a moment pass. “They’ll come take Dog at noon. Services tomorrow.”

“Services!” Snorting, Rodney stalked to the rim of the pool and waved his arms. “You won’t get me to that!”

Everyone stared. Rodney turned at last and let his shoulders slump. “Hell, I’ll be there.”

“Dog would never forgive you if you didn’t.” Susan snuffed and wiped her nose.

But Roger Bentley had heard none of this. Staring at Dog, then his family, and up to the sky, he shut his eyes and exhaled a great whisper:

“Oh, my God!” he said, eyes shut. “Do you realize that this is the first terrible thing that’s happened to our family? Have we ever been sick, gone to the hospital? Been in an accident?”

He waited.

“No,” said everyone.

“Gosh,” said Skip.

“Gosh, indeed! You sure as hell notice accidents, sickness, hospitals.”

“Maybe,” said Susan, and had to stop and wait because her voice broke. “Maybe Dog died just to make us notice how lucky we are.”

“Lucky?!” Roger Bentley opened his eyes and turned. “Yes! You know what we are-”

“The science fiction generation,” offered Rodney, lighting a cigarette casually.

“What?”

“You rave on about that, your school lectures, or during dinner. Can openers? Science fiction. Automobiles. Radio, TV, films. Everything! So science fiction!”

“Well, dammit, they are!” cried Roger Bentley and went to stare at Dog, as if the answers were there amongst the last departing fleas. “Hell, not so long ago there were no cars, can openers, TV. Someone had to dream them. Start of lecture. Someone had to build them. Mid-lecture. So science fiction dreams became finished science fact. Lecture finis!”

“I bet!” Rodney applauded politely.

Roger Bentley could only sink under the weight of his son’s irony to stroke the dear dead beast.

“Sorry. Dog bit me. Can’t help myself. Thousands of years, all we did is die. Now, that time’s over. In sum: science fiction.”

“Bull.” Rodney laughed. “Stop reading that junk, Dad.”

“Junk?” Roger touched Dog’s muzzle. “Sure. But how about Lister, Pasteur, Salk? Hated death. Jumped to stop it. That’s all science fiction was ever about. Hating the way things are, wanting to make things different. Junk?!”

“Ancient history, Pop.”

“Ancient?” Roger Bentley fixed his son with a terrible eye. “Christ. When I was born in 1920, if you wanted to visit your family on Sundays you-”

“Went to the graveyard?” said Rodney.

“Yes. My brother and sister died when I was seven. Half of my family gone! Tell me, dear children, how many of your friends died while you were growing up. In grammar school? High school?”

He included the family in his gaze, and waited.

“None,” said Rodney at last.

“None! You hear that? None! Christ. Six of my best friends died by the time I was ten! Wait! I just remembered!”

Roger Bentley hurried to rummage in a hall closet and brought out an old 78-rpm record into the sunlight, blowing off the dust. He squinted at the label:

“No News, Or What Killed The Dog?”

Everyone came to look at the ancient disc.

“Hey, how old is that?”

“Heard it a hundred times when I was a kid in the twenties,” said Roger.

“No News, Or What Killed The Dog?” Sal glanced at her father’s face.

“This gets played at Dog’s funeral,” he said.

“You’re not serious?” said Ruth Bentley.

Just then the doorbell rang.

“That can’t be the Pet Cemetery people come to take Dog-?”

“No!” cried Susan. “Not so soon!”

Instinctively, the family formed a wall between Dog and the doorbell sound, holding off eternity.

Then they cried, one more time.

 

The strange and wonderful thing about the funeral was how many people came.

“I didn’t know Dog had so many friends,” Susan blubbered.

“He freeloaded all around town,” said Rodney.

“Speak kindly of the dead.”

“Well, he did, dammit., Otherwise why is Bill Johnson here, or Gert Skall, or Jim across the street?”

“Dog,” said Roger Bentley, “I sure wish you could see this.”

“He does.” Susan’s eyes welled over. “Wherever he is.”

“Good old Sue,” whispered Rodney, “who cries at telephone books-”

“Shut up!” cried Susan.

“Hush, both of you.”

And Roger Bentley moved, eyes down, toward the front of the small funeral parlor where Dog was laid out, head on paws, in a box that was neither too rich nor too simple but just right.

Roger Bentley placed a steel needle down on the black record which turned on top of a flake-painted portable phonograph. The needle scratched and hissed. All the neighbors leaned forward.

“No funeral oration,” said Roger quickly. “Just this . . And a voice spoke on a day long ago and told a story about a man who returned from vacation to ask friends what had happened while he was gone.

It seemed that nothing whatsoever had happened. Oh, just one thing. Everyone wondered what had killed the dog.

The dog? asked the vacationer. My dog died? Yes, and maybe it was the burned horseflesh did it. Burned horseflesh!? cried the vacationer. Well, said his informant, when the barn burned, the horseflesh caught fire, so the dog ate the burned horseflesh, died.

The barn!? cried the vacationer. How did it catch fire? Well, sparks from the house blew over, torched the barn, burned the horseflesh, dog ate them, died.

Sparks from the house!? shouted the vacationer. How-?

It was the curtains in the house, caught fire.

Curtains? Burned!?

From the candles around the coffin.

Coffin!?

Your aunt’s funeral coffin, candles there caught the curtains, house burned, sparks from the house flew over, burned down the barn, dog ate the burned horseflesh-In sum: no news, or what killed the dog!

The record hissed and stopped.

In the silence, there was a little quiet laughter, even though the record had been about dogs and people dying.

“Now, do we get the lecture?” said Rodney.

“No, a sermon.”

Roger Bentley put his hands on the pulpit to stare for long moments at notes he hadn’t made.

“I don’t know if we’re here for Dog or ourselves. Both, I suppose. We’re the nothing-ever-happened-to-us people. Today is a first. Not that I want a rush of doom or disease. God forbid. Death, come slowly, please.”

He turned the phonograph record round and round in his hands, trying to read the words under the grooves.

“No news. Except the aunt’s funeral candles catch the curtains, sparks fly, and the dog goes west. In our lives, just the opposite. No news for years. Good livers, healthy hearts, good times. So-what’s it all about?”

Roger Bentley glanced at Rodney, who was checking his wristwatch.

“Someday we must die, also.” Roger Bentley hurried on. “Hard to believe. We’re spoiled. But Susan was right. Dog died to tell us this, gently, and we must believe. And at the same time celebrate. What? The fact that we’re the start of an amazing, dumbfounding history of survival that will only get better as the centuries pass. You may argue that the next war will take us all. Maybe.

“I can only say I think you will grow to be old, very old people. Ninety years from now, most people will have cured hearts, stopped cancers, and jumped life cycles. A lot of sadness will have gone out of the world, thank God. Will this be easy to do? No. Will we do it? Yes. Not in all countries, right off. But, finally, in most.

“As I said yesterday, fifty years ago, if you wanted to

visit your aunts, uncles, grandparents, brothers, sisters, the graveyard was it. Death was all the talk. You had to talk it. Time’s up, Rodney?”

Rodney signaled his father he had one last minute.

Roger Bentley wound it down:

“Sure, kids still die. But not millions. Old folks? Wind up in Sun City instead of marble Orchard.”

The father surveyed his family, bright-eyed, in the pews.

“God, look at you! Then look back. A thousand centuries of absolute terror, absolute grief. How parents stayed sane to raise their kids when half of them died, damned if I know. Yet with broken hearts, they did. While millions died of flu or the Plague.

“So here we are in a new time that we can’t see because we stand in the eye of the hurricane, where everything’s calm.

“I’ll shut up now, with a last word for Dog. Because we loved him, we’ve done this almost silly thing, this service, but now suddenly we’re not ashamed or sorry we bought him a plot or had me speak. We may never come visit him, who can say? But he has a place. Dog, old boy, bless you. Now, everyone, blow your nose.”

Everyone blew his nose.

“Dad,” said Rodney suddenly, “could-we hear the record again?”

Everyone looked at Rodney, surprised.

“Just,” said Roger Bentley, “what I was going to suggest.”

He put the needle on the record. It hissed.

About a minute in, when the sparks from the house flew over to burn the barn and torch the horseflesh and kill the dog, there was a sound at the back doorway to the small parlor.

Everyone turned.

A strange man stood in the door holding a small wicker basket from which came familiar, small yapping sounds.

And even as the flames from the candles around the coffin caught the curtains and the last sparks blew on the wind

The whole family, drawn out into the sunlight, gathered around the stranger with the wicker basket, waiting for Father to arrive to throw back the coverlet on the small carrier so they could all dip their hands in.

That moment, as Susan said later, was like reading the telephone book one more time.



The Other Highway




1994
They drove into green Sunday-morning country, away from the hot aluminum city, and watched as the sky was set free and moved over them like a lake they had never known was there, amazingly blue and with white breakers above them as they traveled.

Clarence Travers slowed the car and felt the cool wind move over his face with the smell of cut grass. He reached over to grasp his wife’s hand and glanced at his son and daughter in the backseat, not fighting, at least for this moment, as the car moved through one quiet beauty after another in what might be a Sunday so lush and green it would never end.

“Thank God we’re doing this,” said Cecelia Travers. “It’s been a million years since we got away.” He felt her hand hug his and then relax completely. “when I think of all those ladies dropping dead from the heat at the cocktail parry this afternoon, welt”

“Well, indeed,” said Clarence Travers. “Onward!”

He pressed the gas pedal and they moved faster. Their progress out of the city had been mildly hysterical, with cars shrieking and shoving them toward islands of wilderness praying for picnics that might not be found. Seeing that he had put the car in the fast lane, he slowed to gradually move himself and his family through the banshee traffic until they were idling along at an almost reasonable fifty miles an hour. The scents of flowers and trees that blew in the window made his move worthwhile. He laughed at nothing at all and said:

“Sometimes, when I get this far out, I think let’s just keep driving, never go back to the damned city.”

“Let’s drive a hundred miles,” shouted his son.

“A thousand!” cried his daughter.

“A thousand!” said Clarence Travers. “But one slow mile at a time.” And then said, softly, “Hey!”

And as suddenly as if they had dreamed it up, the lost highway came into view. “Wonderful!” said Mr. Clarence Travers.

“What?” asked the children.

“Look!” said Clarence Travers, leaning over his wife, pointing. “That’s the Old road. The one they used a long time ago.”

“That?” said his wife.

“It’s awfully small,” said his son.

“Well, there weren’t many cars then, they didn’t need much.”

“It looks like a big snake,” said his daughter.

“Yeah, the old roads used to twist and turn, all right. Remember?”

Cecelia Travers nodded. The car had slowed and they gazed over at that narrow concrete strip with the green grass buckling it gently here or there and sprays of wildflowers nestling up close to either side and the morning sunlight coming down through the high elms and maples and oaks that led the way toward the forest.

“I know it like the nose on my face,” said Clarence Travers. “How would you like to ride on it?”

“Oh, Clarence, now

“I mean it.”

“Oh, Daddy, could we?”

“All right, we’ll do it,” he said decisively.

“We can’t!” said Cecelia Travers. “It’s probably against the law. It can’t be safe.”

But before his wife could finish, he turned off the freeway and let all the swift cars rush on while he drove, smiling at each bump, down over a small ditch, toward the old road.

“Clarence, please! we’ll be arrested!”

“For going ten miles an hour on a highway nobody uses anymore? Let’s not kick over any beehives, it’s too nice a day. I’ll buy you all soda pops if you behave.”

They reached the old road.

“See how simple? Now which way, kids?”

“That way, that way!”

“Easy as pie!”

And he let the car take them away on the old highway, the great white-gray boa constrictor that lashed now slowly this way in green moss-velvet meadows, looped over gentle hills, and lowered itself majestically into caves of moist-smelling trees, through the odor of cricks and spring mud and crystal water that rustled like sheets of cellophane over small stone falls. They drove slow enough to see the waterspiders’ enigmatic etchings on quiet pools behind dams of last October’s leaves.

“Daddy, what are those?”

“What, the water-skaters? No one has ever caught one. You wait and wait and put your hand out and bang! The spider’s gone. They’re the first things in life you can’t grab onto. The list gets bigger as you grow old, so start small. Don’t believe in them. They’re not really there.”

“It’s fun thinking they are.”

“You have just stated a deep philosophical truth. Now, drive on, Mr. Travers.” And obeying his own command with good humor, he drove on.

And they came to a forest that had been like November all through the winter and now, reluctantly, was putting out green flags to welcome the season. Butterflies in great tosses of confetti leaped from the deeps of the forest to ramble drunkenly on the air, their thousand torn shadows following over grass and water.

“Let’s go back now,” said Cecelia Travers.

“Aw, Mom,” said the son and daughter.

“Why?” said Clarence Travers. “My God, how many kids back in that damned hot town can say they drove on a road nobody else has used in years? Not one! Not one with a father brave enough to cross a little grass to take the old way. Right?”

Mrs. Travers lapsed into silence.

“Right there,” said Clarence Travers, “over that hill, the highway turns left, then right, then left again, an S curve, and another S. Wait and see.”

“Left.”

“Right.”

“Left.”

“An S curve.”

The car purred.

“Another S!”

“Just like you said!”

“Look.” Clarence Travers pointed. A hundred yards across the way from them, the freeway suddenly appeared for a few yards before it vanished, screaming behind stacks of playing-card billboards. Clarence Travers stared fixedly at it and the grass between it and this shadowed path, this silent place like the bottom of an old stream where tides used to come but came no more, where the wind ran through nights making the old sound of far traffic.

“You know something,” said the wife. “That freeway over there scares me.”

“Can we drive home on this old road instead, Dad?” said the son.

“I wish we could.”

“I’ve always been scared,” said the wife, watching that other traffic roaring by, gone before it arrived.

“We’re all afraid,” said Clarence Travers. “But you pay your money and take your chance. Well?”

His wife sighed. “Damn, get back on that dreadful thing.”

“Not quite yet,” said Clarence Travers and drove to reach a small, very small village, all quite unexpected, a settlement no more than a dozen white clapboard houses mossed under giant trees, dreaming in a green tide of water and leaf-shadow, with wind shaking the rocking chairs on weathered porches and dogs sleeping in the cool nap of grass-carpeting at noon, and a small general store with a dirty red gas pump out front.

They drew up there and got out and stood, unreal in the sudden lack of motion, not quite accepting these houses lost in the wilderness.

The door to the general store squealed open and an old man stepped out, blinked at them, and said, “Say, did you folks just come down that old road?”

Clarence Travers avoided his wife’s accusing eyes. “Yes, sir.

“No one on that road in twenty years.”

“We were out for a lark,” said Mr. Travers. “And found a peacock,” he added.

“A sparrow,” said his wife.

“The freeway passed us by, a mile over there, if you want it,” said the old man. “When the new road opened, this town just died on the vine. We got nothing here now but people like me. That is: old.”

“Looks like there’d be places here to rent.”

“Mister, just walk in, knock out the bats, stomp the spiders, and any place is yours for thirty bucks a month. I own the whole town.”

“Oh, we’re not really interested,” said Cecelia Travers.

“Didn’t think you would be,” said the old man. “Too far out from the city, too far off the freeway. And that dirt road there slops over when it rains, all muck and mud. And, heck, it’s against the law to use that path. Not that they ever patrol it.” The old man snorted, shaking his head. “And not that I’ll turn you in. But it gave me a nice start just now to see you coming down that rut. J had to give a quick look at my calendar, by God, and make sure it wasn’t 1929!”

Lord, I remember, thought Clarence Travers. This is Fox Hill. A thousand people lived here. I was a kid, we passed through on summer nights. We used to stop here late late, and me sleeping in the backseat in the moonlight. My grandmother and grandfather in back with me. It’s nice to sleep in a car driving late and the road all white, watching the stars turn as you take the curves, listening to the grown-ups’ voices underwater, remote, talking, talking, laughing, murmuring, whispering. My father driving, so stolid. Just to be driving in the summer dark, up along the lake to the Dunes, where the poison ivy grew out on the lonely beach and the wind stayed all the time and never went away. And us driving by that lonely graveyard place of sand and moonlight and poison ivy and the waves tumbling in like dusty ash on the shore, the lake pounding like a locomotive on the sand, coming and going. And me crumpled down and smelling Grandmother’s wind-cooled coat and the voices comforting and blanketing me with their solidity and their always-will-be-here sounds that would go on forever, myself always young and us always riding on a summer night in our old Kissel with the side flaps down. And stopping here at nine or ten for Pistachio and Tutti-frutti ice cream that tasted, faintly, beautifully, of gasoline. All of us licking and biting the cones and smelling the gasoline and driving on, sleepy and snug, toward home, Green Town, thirty years ago.

He caught himself and said:

“About these houses, would it be much trouble fixing them up?” He squinted at the old man.

“Well, yes and no, most of ‘em over fifty years old, lots of dust. You could buy one off me for ten thousand, a real bargain now, you’ll admit. If you were an artist, now, a painter, or something like that.”

“I write copy in an advertising firm.”

“Write stories, too, no doubt? Well, now, you get a writer out here, quiet, no neighbors, you’d do lots of writing.”

Cecelia Travers stood silently between the old man and her husband. Clarence Travers did not look at her, but looked at the cinders around the porch of the general store. “I imagine I could work here.”

“Sure,” said the old man.

“I’ve often thought,” said Mr. Travers, “it’s time we got away from the city and took it a little easy.”

“Sure,” said the old man.

Mrs. Travers said nothing but searched in her purse and took out a minor.

“Would you like some drinks?” asked Clarence Travers with exaggerated concern. “Three Orange Crushes, make it four,” he told the old man. The old man moved inside the store, which smelled of nails and crackers and dust.

When the old man was gone, Mr. Travers turned to his wife, and his eyes were shining. “We’ve always wanted to do it! Let’s!”

“Do what?” she said.

“Move out here, snap decision, why not? Why? We’ve promised ourselves every year: get away from the noise, the confusion, so the kids’d have a place to play. And . .

“Good grief” the wife cried.

The old man moved inside the store, coughing. “Ridiculous.” She lowered her voice. “We’ve got the apartment paid up, you’ve got a fine job, the kids have school with friends, I belong to some fine clubs. And we’ve just spent a bundle redecorating. We-”

“Listen,” he said, as if she were really listening. ” None of that’s important. Out here, we can breathe. Back in town, hell, you complain …”

“Just to have something to complain about.”

“Your clubs can’t be that important.”

“It’s not clubs, it’s friends!”

“How many would care if we dropped dead tomorrow?” he said. “If I got hit in that traffic, how many thousand cars would run over me before one stopped to see if I was a man or dog left in the road?”

“Your job …” she started to say.

“My God, ten years ago we said, in two more years we’ll have enough money to quit and write my novel! But each year we’ve said next year! and next year and next year!”

“We’ve had fun, haven’t we?”

“Sure! Subways are fun, buses are fun, martinis and drunken friends are fun. Advertising? Yeah! But I’ve used all the fun there is! I want to write about what I’ve seen now, and there’s no better place than this. Look at that house over there! Can’t you just see me in the front window banging the hell out of my typewriter?”

“Stop hyperventilating!”

“Hyperventilate? God, I’d jump for joy to quit. I’ve gone as far as I can go. Come on, Cecelia, let’s get back some of the spunk in our marriage, take a chance!”

“The children

“We’d love it here!” said the son.

“I think,” said the daughter.

“I’m not getting any younger,” said Clarence Travers.

“Nor am I,” she said, touching his arm. “But we can’t play hopscotch now. When the children leave, yes, we’ll think about it.”

“Children, hopscotch, my God, I’ll take my typewriter to the grave!”

“It won’t be long. We-”

The shop door squealed open again and whether the old man had been standing in the screen shadow for the last minute, there was no telling. It did not show in his face. He stepped out with four lukewarm bottles of Orange Crush in his rust-spotted hands.

“Here you are,” he said.

Clarence and Cecelia Travers turned to stare at him as if he were a stranger come out to bring them drinks. They smiled and took the bottles.

The four of them stood drinking the soda pop in the warm sunlight. The summer wind blew through the grottoes of trees in the old, shady town. It was like being in a great green church, a cathedral, the trees so high that the people and cottages were lost far down below. All night long you would imagine those trees rustling Their leaves like an ocean on an unending shore. God, thought Clarence Travers, you could really sleep here, the sleep of the dead and the peace-fill-of-heart.

He finished his drink and his wife half finished hers and gave it to the children to argue over, inch by compared inch. The old man stood silent, embarrassed by the thing he may have stirred up among them.

“Well, if you’re ever out this way, drop in,” he said. Clarence Travers reached for his wallet.

“No, no!” said the old man. “It’s on the house.”

“Thank you, thank you very much.”

“A pleasure.”

They climbed back into their car.

“If you want to get to the freeway,” said the old man, peering through the front window into the cooked-upholstery smell of the car, “just take your old dirt road back. Don’t rush, or you’ll break an axle.”

Clarence Travers looked straight ahead at the radiator fixture on the car front and started the motor.

“Good-bye,” said the old man.

“Good-bye,” the children yelled, and waved. The car moved away through the town.

“Did you hear what the old man said?” asked the wife.

“What?”

“Did you hear him say which way to the freeway?”

“I heard.”

He drove through the cool, shady town, staring at the porches and the windows with the colored glass fringing them. If you looked from the inside of those windows out, people had different-colored faces for each pane you looked through. They were Chinese if you looked through one, Indian through another, pink, green, violet, burgundy, wine, chartreuse, the candy colors, the lemon-lime cool colors, the water colors of the windows looking out on lawns and trees and this car slowly driving past.

“Yes, I heard him,” said Clarence Travers.

They left the town behind and took the dirt road to the freeway. They waited their chance, saw an interval between floods of cars hurtling by, swerved out into the stream, and, at fifty miles an hour, were soon hurtling toward the city.

“That’s better,” said Cecelia Travers brightly. She did not look over at her husband. “Now I know where we are.”

Billboards flashed by; a mortuary, a pie crust, a cereal, a garage, a hotel. A hotel in the tar pits of the city, where one day is the pitiless glare of the noon sun, thought Mr. Travers, all of the great Erector-set buildings, like prehistoric dinosaurs, will sink down into the bubbling tar-lava and be encased, bone by bone, for future civilizations. And in the stomachs of the electric lizards, inside the iron dinosaurs, the probing scientists of A.D. One Million will find the little ivory bones, the thinly articulated skeletons of advertising executives and clubwomen and children. Mr. Travers felt his eyes flinch, watering. And the scientists will say, so this is what the iron cities fed on, is it? and give the bones a kick. So this is what kept the iron stomachs full, eh? Poor things, they never had a chance. Probably kept by the iron monsters who needed them in order to survive, who needed them for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Aphids, in a way, aphids, kept in a great metal cage.

“Look, Daddy, look, look, before it’s too late!”

The children pointed, yelling. Cecelia Travers did not look. Only the children saw it.

The old highway, two hundred yards away, at their left, sprang back into sight for an instant, wandered aimlessly through field, meadow, and stream, gentle and cool and quiet.

Mr. Travers swung his head sharply to see, but in that instant it was gone. Billboards, trees, hills rushed it away. A thousand cars, honking, shrieking, shouldered them, and bore Clarence and Cecelia Travers and their captive children stunned and silent down the concourse, onward ever onward into a city that had not seen them leave and did not look to see them return

“Let’s see if this car will do sixty or sixty-five,” said Clarence Travers.

It could and did.



The Very Gentle Murders
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Joshua Enderby awoke in the middle of the night because e felt someone’s fingers at his throat.

In the rich darkness above him he sensed but could not see his wife’s frail, skelatinous weight seated on his chest while she dabbled and clenched tremblingly again and again at his neck.

He opened his eyes wide. He realized what she was trying to do. It was so ridiculous he almost cried out with laughter!

His rickety, jaundiced, eighty-five-year-old wife was trying to strangle him!

She panted forth a rum-and-bitters smell as she perched there, toppling like a drunken moth, tinkering away as if he were a toy. She sighed irritably and her skinny fingers began to swear as she gasped, “Why don’t you, oh, why don ‘t you?”

Why don’t I what? he wondered idly, lying there. He swallowed and this faint action of his Adam’s apple dislodged her feeble clutch. Why don’t I die; is that it? he cried silently. He lay another few moments, wondering if she’d gain strength enough to do him in. She didn’t.

Should he snap on the light to confront her? Wouldn’t she look a silly ass, a skinny chicken aloft sidesaddle on her hated husband’s amazed body, and him laughing?

Joshua Enderby groaned and yawned. “Missy?”

Her hands froze on his collarbone.

“Will you-” He turned, pretending half sleep. “Will you-please’ ‘-he yawned-‘ ‘move to your side - of the bed? Eh? Good girl.”

Missy moved off in the dark. He heard ice tinkle. She was having another shot of rum.

 

At noon the next day, enjoying the weather and waiting for luncheon guests to arrive, old Joshua and Missy traded drinks in the garden pavilion. He handed her Dubonnet; she gave him sherry.

There was a moment of silence as both eyed the stuff and hesitated to sip. He handled his glass in such a way that his large white diamond ring sparked and glittered on his palsied hand. Its light made him flinch and at last he gathered his phlegm.

“Missy,” he said. “You haven’t long to live, you know.” Missy was hidden behind jonquils in a crystal bowl and now peered out at her mummified husband. Both perceived that the other’s hands shook. She wore a cobalt dress, heavily iced with luncheon jewels, little glittery planets under each ear, a scarlet design for a mouth. The ancient whore of Babylon, he thought dryly.

“How odd, my dear, how very odd,” Missy said with a polite scrape of her voice. “Why, only last night-”

“You were thinking of me?”

“We must talk.”

“Yes, we must.” He leaned like a wax mannequin in his chair. “No rush. But if I do you in, or if you do me in (it matters not which), let’s protect each other, yes? Oh, don’t look at me in amaze, my dear. I was perfectly aware of your little gallup last night on my ribs, fumbling with my esophagus, feeling the tumblers click, or whatever.”

“Dear me.” Blood rose in Missy’s powdery cheeks. “Were you awake all during? I’m mortified. I think I shall have to go lie down.”

“Nonsense.” Joshua stopped her. “If I die, you should be shielded so no one’ll accuse you. Same with me, if you die. Why go to all the trouble of trying to-eliminate-each other if it just means a gallows-drop or a french fry.”

“Logical enough,” she agreed.

“I suggest a-a series of mash notes to each other. Umm, lavish displays of sentiment before friends, gifts, et cetera. I’ll run up bills for flowers, diamond bracelets. You purchase fine leather wallets and gold-ferruled canes for me.”

“You have a head for things, I must say,” she admitted.

“It will help allay suspicion if we appear madly, anciently in love.”

“You know,” she said tiredly, “it doesn’t matter, Joshua, which of us dies first, except that I’m very old and would like to do one thing right in my life. I’ve always been such a dilettante. I’ve never liked you. Loved you, yes, but that’s ten million years back. You never were a friend. If it weren’t for the children-”

“Motives are bilge,” he said. “We are two querulous old pots with nothing to do but kick off, and make a circus of that. But how much better the dying game if we write a few rules, act it neatly, with no one the wiser. How long has this assassination plot of yours been active?”

She beamed. “Remember the opera last week? You slipped from the curb? That car almost nailed you?”

“Good Lord.” He laughed. “I thought someone shoved both of us!” He leaned forward, chuckling. “Okay. When you fell in the bath last month? I greased the tub!”

Unthinkingly, she gasped, drank part of her Dubonnet, then froze.

Reading her mind, he stared at his own drink.

“This isn’t poisoned, by any chance?” He sniffed his glass. “Don’t be silly,” she replied, touching her Dubonnet with a lizard’s doubtful tongue. “They’d find the residue in what’s left of your stomach. Just be sure you double-check your shower tonight. I have kited the temperature, which might bring on a seizure.”

“You didn’t!” he scoffed.

“I’ve thought about it,” she confessed.

The front-door chimes rang, but not with their usual joy, sounding more funereal. Nonsense! Joshua thought. Bosh! thought Missy, then brightened:

“We have forgotten our luncheon guest! That’s the Gowrys! He’s a bore, but be nice! Fix your collar.”

“It’s damned tight. Too much starch. One more plot to strangle me?”

“I wish I had thought of that. Double time, now!”

And they marched, arm in arm, with idiot laughter, off to meet the half-forgotten Gowrys.

Cocktails were served. The old relics sat side by side, hands laced like school chums, laughing with weak heartiness at Gowry’s dire jokes. They leaned forward to show him their porcelain smiles, saying, “Oh, that’s a good one!” loudly, and, softly, sotto voce; to each other: “Thought of anything new?” “Electric razor in your bath?” “Not bad, not bad!”

“And then Pat said to Mike!” cried Mr. Gowry.

From the corner of his mouth Joshua whispered to Missy, “You know, I dislike you with something approaching the colossal proportions of first love. You have taught me mayhem. How?”

“When the teacher is ready, the pupil will arrive,” whispered Missy.

Laughter rose in tumbling, whirling waves. The room was giddy, airy, light. “So Pat says to Mike, do it yourself!” boomed Gowry.

“Oh, ho!” everyone exploded.

“Now, dear.” Missy waved at her ancient husband. “Tell one of your jokes. Oh, but first,” she remembered cleverly, “trot down-cellar, darling, and fetch the brandy.”

Gowry sprang forward with wild courtesy. “I know where it is!”

“Oh, Mr. Gowry, don’t!”

Missy gestured frantically.

Mr. Gowry ran from the room.

“Oh, dear, dear me,” cried Missy.

A moment later, Gowry uttered a loud shriek from the basement, followed by a thunderous crash.

Missy hippety-hopped out, only to reappear moments later, her hand clutched to her throat. “Heavens to Betsy,” she wailed. “Come look. I do believe Mr. Gowry has pitched himself straight down the cellar stairs!”

 

The next morning Joshua Enderby shuffled into the house lugging a large green velvet board some five feet by three, on which pistols were clasped in display.

“Here I am!” he shouted.

Missy appeared with a rum Collins in one bracelet-jangly hand, her cane thumping in the other. “What’s that?” she demanded.

“First, how’s old Gowry?”

“Broken leg. Wished it had been his vocal cords.”

“Shame about that top cellar step gone loose, eh?” The old man hooked the green velvet board to the wall. “Good thing Gowry lurched for the brandy, not I.”

“Shame.” The wife drank thirstily. “Explain.”

“I’m in the antique-gun-collecting business.” He waved at the weapons in their neat leather nests.

“I don’t see-”

“With a collection of guns to clean-bang!” He beamed. “Man shoots wife while oiling matchlock garter pistol. Didn’t know it was loaded, says weeping spouse.”

“Touche’,” she said.

An hour later, while oiling a revolver, he almost blew his brains out.

His wife came thumping in and froze. “Hell. You’re still alive.”

“Loaded, by God!” He lifted the weapon in a trembling hand. “None were loaded! Unless-”

“Unless-?”

He seized three more weapons. “All loaded! You!”

“Me,” she said. “While you ate lunch. I suppose I’ll have to give you tea now. Come along.”

He stared at the bullet hole in the wall. “Tea, hell,” he said. “Where’s the gin?!”

 

It was her turn for a shopping spree. “There are ants in the house.” She rattled her full shopping bag and set out ant-paste pots in all the rooms, sprinkled ant powders on windowsills, in his golf bag, and over his gun collection. From other sacks she drew rat poisons, mouse-killers, and bug-exterminators. “A bad summer for roaches.” She distributed these liberally among the foods.

“That’s a double-edged sword,” he observed. “You’ll fall on it!”

“Bilge. The victim mustn’t choose his demise.”

“Yes, but no violence. I wish a serene face for the coroner.”

“Vanity. Dear Josh, your face will twist like a corkscrew with one heaping teaspoon of Black Leaf Forty in your midnight cocoa!”

“I,” he shot back, “know a recipe that will break you out in a thousand lumps before expiring”

She quieted. “Why, Josh, I wouldn’t dream of using Black Leaf Forty.”

He bowed. “I wouldn’t dream of using the thousand-lump recipe.”

“Shake,” she said.

 

Their assassins game continued. He bought huge rattraps to hide in the halls. “You run barefoot so: small wounds, large infections!”

She in turn stuck the sofas full of antimacassar pins. Wherever he laid a hand it drew blood. “Ow! Damn!” He sucked his fingers. “Are these Amazon Indian blowgun darts?”

“No. Just plain old rusty lockjaw needles.”

“Oh,” he said.

Though he was aging fast, Joshua Enderby dearly loved to drive. You could see him motoring with feeble wildness up and down the hills of Beverly, mouth gaped, eyes blinking palely.

One afternoon he phoned from Malibu. “Missy? My God, I almost dove from a cliff. My right front wheel flew off on a straightaway!”

“I planned it for a curve!”

“Sorry.”

“Got the idea from Action News. Loosen car’s wheel lugs:

tomato surprise.”

“Never mind about careless old me,” he said. “What’s new with you?”

“Rug slipped on the hall stairs. Maid fell on her prat.”

“Poor Lila.”

“I send her everywhere ahead now. She bucketed down like a laundry bag. Lucky she’s all fat.”

“We’ll kill that one between us if we’re not careful.”

“Do you think? Oh, I do like Lila so.”

“Lay Lila off for a spell. Hire someone new. If we catch them in our crossfire, won’t be so sad. Hate to think of Lila smashed under a chandelier or-”

“Chandelier!” Missy shrieked. “You been fiddling with my grandma’s Fountainbleu Palace crystal hangings? Listen here, mister. You’re not to touch that chandelier!”

“Promise,” he muttered.

“Good grief! Those lovely crystals! If they fell and missed me, I’d hop on one leg to cane you to death, then wake you up and cane you again!” 

Slam went the phone.

 

Joshua Enderby stepped in from the balcony at supper that night. He’d been smoking. He looked at the table. “Where’s your strawberry crumpet?”

“I wasn’t hungry. I gave it to the new maid.”

“Idiot!”

She glared. “Don’t tell me you poisoned that crumpet, you old S.O.B.?”

There was a crash from the kitchen.

Joshua went to look and returned. “She’s not new any-more,” he said.

 

They stashed the new maid in an attic trunk. No one telephoned to ask for her.

“Disappointing,” observed Missy on the seventh day. “I felt certain there’d be a tall, cold man with a notebook and another with a camera and flashbulbs flashing. Poor girl was lonelier than we guessed.” 

Cocktail parties streamed wildly through the house. It was Missy’s idea. “So we can pick each other off in a forest of obstacles; moving targets!”

Mr. Gowry, gamely returning to the house, limping after his tumble of some weeks before, joked, laughed, and didn’t quite blow his ear off with one of the dueling pistols. Everyone roared but the party broke up early. Gowry vowed never to return.

Then there was a Miss Kummer, who, staying overnight, borrowed Joshua’s electric razor and was almost but not quite electrocuted. She left the house rubbing her right underarm. Joshua promptly grew a beard.

Soon after, a Mr. Schlagel vanished. So did a Mr. Smith. The last seen of these unfortunates was at a Saturday night soiree at the Enderbys’ mansion.

“Hide-and-seek?” Friends slapped Joshua’s back jovially.

“How do you do it? Kill ‘em with toadstools, plant ‘em like mushrooms?”

“Grand joke, yes!” chortled Joshua. “No, no, ha, not toadstools, but one got locked in our stand-up fridge. Overnight Eskimo Pie. The other tripped on a croquet hoop. Defenestrated through a greenhouse window.”

“Eskimo Pie, defenestrated!” hooted the party people. “Dear Joshua, you are a card!”

“I speak only the truth,”  Joshua protested.

“What won’t you think of next?”

“One wonders what did happen to old Schlagel and that rascal Smith.”

 

  *

 

“What did happen to Schlagel and Smith?” Missy inquired some days later.

“Let me explain. The Eskimo Pie was my dessert. But the croquet hoop? No! Did you spot it in the wrong place, hoping I’d pop by and lunge through the greenhouse panes?”

Missy turned to stone; he had touched a nerve.

“Well, now, it’s time for a wee talk,” he said. “Cancel the parties. One more victim and sirens will announce the arrival of the law.”

“Yes,” Missy agreed. “Our target practice seems to wind up in ricochet. About that croquet hoop. You always take midnight greenhouse walks. Why was that damn fool Schlagel stumbling about out there at two a.m.? Dumb ox. Is he still under the compost?”

“Until I stash him with he-who-is-frozen.”

“Dear, dear. No more parties.”

“Just you, me and-ah-the chandelier?”

“Ah, no. I’ve hid the stepladder so you can’t climb!”

“Damn,” said Joshua.

 

That night by the fireplace, he poured a few glasses of their best port. While he was out of the room, answering the telephone, she dropped a little white powder in her own glass.

“Hate this,” she murmured. “Terribly unoriginal. But there won’t be an inquest. He looked long dead before he died, they’ll say as they shut the lid.” And she added a touch more lethal stuff to her port just as he wandered in to sit and pluck up his glass. He .eyed it and fixed his wife a grin. “Ah, no, no, you don’t!”

“Don’t what?” she said, all innocence.

The fire crackled warmly, gently on the hearth. The mantel clock ticked.

“You don’t mind, do you, my dear, if we exchange drinks?”

“Surely you don’t think I poisoned your drink while you were out?”

“Trite. Banal. But possible.”

“Well, then, fussbudget, trade.”

He looked surprised but traded glasses.

“Here’s not looking at you!” both said, and laughed.

They drank with mysterious smiles.

And then they sat with immense satisfaction in their easy chairs, the firelight glimmering on their ghost-pale faces, letting the port warm their almost spidery veins. He stuck his legs out and held one hand to the fire. “Ah.” He sighed.

“Nothing, nothing quite like port!”

She leaned her small gray head back, dozing, gumming her red-sticky mouth, and glancing at him with half-secretive, lazy eyes. “Poor Lila,” she murmured.

“Yes,” he murmured. “Lila. Poor.”

The fire popped and she at last added, “Poor Mr. Schlagel.”

“Yes.” He drowsed. “Poor Schlagel. Don’t forget Smith.”

“And you, old man,” she said finally, slowly, slyly. “How do you feel?’

“Sleepy.”

“Very sleepy?”

“Un-huh.” He studied her with bright eyes. “And, my dear, what about you?”

“Sleepy,” she said behind closed eyes. Then they popped wide. “Why all these questions?”

“Indeed,” he said, stirring alert. “Why?”

“Oh, well, because …” She examined her little black shoe moving in a low rhythm a long way off below her knee. “I think, or perhaps imagine, I have just destroyed your digestive and nervous systems.”

For the moment he was drowsily content and examined the warm fire and listened to the clock tick. “What you mean is that you have just poisoned me?” He dreamed the words. “You what!?” He jumped as all the air gusted from his body. The port glass shattered on the floor.

She leaned forward like a fortune-teller eagerly predicting futures.

“I cleverly poisoned my own drink and knew that you’d ask to trade off, so you felt safe. And we did!” Her laugh tinkled.

He fell back in his chair, clutching at his face to stop the wild swiveling of his eyes. Then suddenly he remembered something and let out an incredible explosion of laughter.

“Why,” cried Missy, “why are you laughing?”

“Because,” he gasped, tears streaming down his cheeks, his mouth grinning horribly, “I poisoned my drink! and hoped for an excuse to change with you!”

“Oh, dear,” she cried, no longer smiling. “How stupid of us. Why didn’t I guess?”

“Because both of us are much too clever by far!” And he lay back, chortling.

“Oh, the mortification, the embarrassment, I feel stark naked and hate myself!”

“No, no,” he husked. “Think instead how much you still hate me.”

“With all my withered heart and soul. You?”

“No deathbed forgiveness here, old lily-white iron-maiden wife 0 mine. Cheerio,” he added faintly, far away.

“If you think I’ll say ‘Cheerio’ back, you’re crazed,” she whispered, her head rolling to one side, her eyes clamped,

her mouth gone loose around the words. “But what the hell. Cheer-”

At which her breath ceased and the fire burned to ashes as the clock ticked and ticked in the quiet room.

Friends found them strewn in their library chairs the next day, both looking more than usually pleased with their situation.

“A suicide pact,” said all. “So great their love they could not bear to let the other vanish alone into eternity.”

“I hope,” said Mr. Gowry, on his crutches, “my wife will someday join me in similar drinks.”



Unterderseaboat Doktor




1994
The incredible event occurred during my third visit to Gustav Von Seyfertitz, my foreign psychoanalyst.

I should have guessed at the strange explosion before it came.

After all, my alienist,_ truly_ alien, had the coincidental name, Von Seyfertitz, of the tall, lean, aquiline, menacing, and therefore beautiful actor who played the high priest in the 1935 film She.

In She, the wondrous villain waved his skeleton fingers, hurled insults, summoned sulfured flames, destroyed slaves, and knocked the world into earthquakes.

After that, “At Liberty,” he could be seen riding the Hollywood Boulevard trolley cars as calm as a mummy, as quiet as an unwired telephone pole.

Where was I? Ah, yes!

It was my third visit to my psychiatrist. He had called that day and cried, “Douglas, you stupid goddamn son of a bitch, it’s time for beddy-bye!

Beddy-bye was, of course, his couch of pain and humiliation where I lay writhing in agonies of assumed Jewish guilt and Northern Baptist stress as he from time to time muttered, “A fruitcake remark!” or “Dumb!” or “If you ever do that again, I’ll kill you!”

As you can see, Gustav Von Seyfertitz was a most unusual mine specialist. Mine? Yes. Our problems are land mines in our heads. Step on them! Shock-troop therapy, he once called it, searching for words. “Blitzkrieg?” I offered.

“Ja!” He grinned his shark grin. “That’s it!”

Again, this was my third visit to his strange, metallic-looking room with a most odd series of locks on a roundish door. Suddenly, as I was maundering and treading dark waters, I heard his spine stiffen behind me. He gasped a great death rattle, sucked air, and blew it out in a yell that curled and bleached my hair:

“Dive! Dive!”

I dove.

Thinking that the room might be struck by a titanic iceberg, I fell, to scuttle beneath the lion-claw-footed couch.

“Dive!” cried the old man.

“Dive?” I whispered, and looked up.

To see a submarine periscope, all polished brass, slide up to vanish in the ceiling.

Gustav Von Seyfertitz stood pretending not to notice me, the sweat-oiled leather couch, or the vanished brass machine. Very calmly, in the fashion of Conrad Veidt in Casablanca, or Erich Von

like Jack Nicklaus hits a ball? Bamm. A hand grenade!

That was the sound my Germanic friend’s boots

made as he knocked them together in a salute Crrrack!

“Gustav Mannerheim Auschlitz Von Seyfertitz Baron Woldstein, at your service!” He lowered his voice. “Unterderseaboat-”

I thought he might say “Doktor.” But:

“Unterderseaboat Captain!”

I scrambled off the floor.

Another crrrack and-The periscope slid calmly down out of the

ceiling, the most beautiful Freudian cigar I had ever seen.

“No!” I gasped.

“Have I ever lied to you?” “Many times!”

“But’ ‘-he shrugged-‘ ‘little white ones.” He stepped to the periscope, slapped two

handles in place, slammed one eye shut, and crammed the other angrily against the view piece, turning the periscope in a slow roundabout of the room, the couch, and me.

“Fire one,” he ordered.

I almost heard the torpedo leave its tube. “Fire two!” he said.

And a second soundless and invisible bomb

motored on its way to infinity. Struck midships, I sank to the couch.

“You, you!” I said mindlessly. “It!” I pointed

at the brass machine. “This!” I touched couch. “Why?”

“Sit down,” said Von Seyfertitz.

“I am.” “Lie down.”

“I’d rather not,” I said uneasily.

Von Seyfertitz turned the periscope so its topmost eye, raked at an angle, glared at me. It had an uncanny resemblance, in its glassy coldness, his own fierce hawk’s gaze.

His voice, from behind the periscope, echoed. “So you want to know, eh, how Gustav Von Seyfertitz, Baron Woldstein, suffered to leave the cold ocean depths, depart his dear North Sea ship, flee his destroyed and beaten fatherland, to become the Unterderseaboat Doktor-”

“Now that you mention-”

“I never mention! I declare. And my declarations are sea-battle commands.”

“So I noticed . .

“Shut up. Sit back-”

“Not just now …” I said uneasily.

His heels knocked as he let his right hand spider to his top coat pocket and slip forth yet a forth eye with which to fasten me: a bright, thin monocle which he screwed into his stare as if decupping a boiled egg. I winced. For now the monocle was part of his glare and regarded me with cold fire.

“Why the monocle?” I said.

“Idiot! It is to cover my good eye so that neither there eye can see and my intuition is free to work!”

“Oh,” I said.

And he began his monologue. And as he talked I realized his need had been pent up, capped, years, so he talked on and on, forgetting me.

And it was during this monologue that a strange thing occurred. I rose slowly to my feet as Herr Doktor Von Seyfertitz circled, his long, slim cigar printing smoke cumuli on the air, which read like white Rorschach blots.

With each implantation of his foot, a word ca out, and then another, in a sort of plodding grammar. Sometimes he stopped and stood poised with one leg raised and one word stopped in his mouth to be turned on his tongue and examined. Then the shoe went down, the noun slid forth and the verb and object in good time.

Until at last, circling, I found myself in a chair stunned, for I saw:

Herr Doktor Von Seyfertitz stretched on his couch, his long spider fingers laced on his chest.

“It has been no easy thing to come forth on land,” he sibilated. “Some days I was the jellyfish, frozen. Others, the shore-strewn octopi, at least with tentacles, or the crayfish sucked back into my skull. But I have built my spine, year on year, and now I walk among the land men and survive.”

He paused to take a trembling breath, then continued:

“I moved in stages from the depths to a houseboat, to a wharf bungalow, to a shore-tent and then

back to a canal in a city and at last to New York

an island surrounded by water, eh? But where,

where, in all this, I wondered, would a submarine commander find his place, his work, his mad love and activity?

“It was one afternoon in a building with the world’s longest elevator that it struck me like a hand grenade in the ganglion. Going down, down, down, other people crushed around me, and the numbers descending and the floors whizzing by the glass windows, rushing by flicker-flash, flicker-flash, conscious, subconscious, id, ego-id, life, death, lust, kill, lust, dark, light, plummeting, falling, ninety, eighty, fifty, lower depths, high exhilaration, id, ego, id, until this shout blazed from my raw throat in a great all-accepting, panic-manic shriek:

“‘Dive! Dive!’

“I remember,” I said.

‘Dive!’ I screamed so loudly that my fellow passengers, in shock, peed merrily. Among stunned faces, I stepped out of the lift to find one-sixteenth of an inch of pee on the floor. ‘Have a nice day!’ I said, jubilant with self-discovery, then ran to self-employment, to hang a shingle and next my periscope, carried from the mutilated, divested, castrated unterderseaboat all these years. Too stupid to see in it my psychological future and my final downfall, my beautiful artifact, the brass genitalia of psychotic research, the Von Seyfertitz Mark Nine Periscope!”

“That’s quite a story,” I said.

“Damn right,” snorted the alienist, eyes shut.

“And more than half of it true. Did you listen? What have you learned?”

“That more submarine captains should become psychiatrists.”

“So? I have often wondered: did Nemo really die when his submarine was destroyed? Or did he run off to become my great-grandfather and were his psychological bacteria passed along until I came into the world, thinking to command the ghostlike mechanisms that haunt the under tides, to wind up with the fifty-minute vaudeville routine in this sad, psychotic city?”

I got up and touched the fabulous brass symbol that hung like a scientific stalactite in mid-ceiling.

“May I look?”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” He only half heard me, lying in the midst of his depression as in a dark cloud.

“It’s only a periscope-”

“But a good cigar is a smoke.”

I remembered Sigmund Freud’s quote about cigars, laughed, and touched the periscope again.

“Don’t!” he said.

“Well, you don’t actually use this for anything, do you? It’s just a remembrance of your past, from your last sub, yes?”

“You think that?” He sighed. “Look!”

I hesitated, then pasted one eye to the viewer, shut the other, and cried:

“Oh, Jesus!”

“I warned you!” said Von Seyfertitz.

For they were there.

Enough nightmares to paper a thousand cinema screens. Enough phantoms to haunt ten thousand castle walls. Enough panics to shake forty cities into ruin.

My God, I thought, he could sell the film rights to this worldwide!

The first psychological kaleidoscope in history.

And in the instant another thought came: how much of that stuff in there is me? Or Von Seyfertitz? Or both? Are these strange shapes my maundering daymares, sneezed out in the past weeks? When I talked, eyes shut, did my mouth spray invisible founts of small beasts which, caught in the periscope chambers, grew outsize? Like the microscopic photos of those germs that hide in eyebrows and pores, magnified a million times to become elephants on Scientific American covers? Are these images from other lost souls trapped on that couch and caught in the submarine device, or leftovers from my eyelashes and psyche?

“It’s worth millions!” I cried. “Do you know what this is!?”

“Collected spiders, Gila monsters, trips to the Moon without gossamer wings, iguanas, toads out of bad sisters’ mouths, diamonds out of good fairies ears, crippled shadow dancers from Bali, cut-string puppets from Geppetto’s attic, little-boy statues that pee white wine, sexual trapeze performers’ alley-oop, obscene finger-pantomimes, evil clown faces, gargoyles that talk when it rains and whisper when the wind rises, basement bins

full of poisoned honey, dragonflies that sew every fourteen-year-old’s orifices to keep them neat until they rip the sutures, aged eighteen. Towers with mad witches, garrets with mummies for lumber-”

He ran out of steam.

“You get the general drift.”

“Nuts,” I said. “You’re bored. I could get you a five-million-dollar deal with Amalgamated Fruitcakes Inc. And the Sigmund F. Dreamboats, split three ways!”

“You don’t understand,” said Von Seyfertitz. “I am keeping myself busy, busy, so I won’t remember all the people I torpedoed, sank, drowned mid-Atlantic in 1944. I am not in the Amalgamated Fruitcake Cinema business. I only wish to keep myself occupied by paring fingernails, cleaning earwax, and erasing inkblots from odd bean-bags like you. If I stop, I will fly apart. That periscope contains all and everything I have seen and known in the past forty years of observing pecans, cashews, and almonds. By staring at them I lose my own terrible life lost in the tides. If you won my periscope in some shoddy fly-by-night Hollywood strip poker, I would sink three times in my waterbed, never to be seen again. Have I shown you my waterbed? Three times as large as any pool. I do eighty laps asleep each night. Sometimes forty when I catnap noons. To answer your million fold offer, no.”

And suddenly he shivered all over. His hands clutched at his heart.

“My God!” he shouted.

Too late, he was realizing he had let me step into his mind and life. Now he was on his feet between me and the periscope, staring at it and me, as if we were both terrors.

“You saw nothing in that! Nothing at all!”

“I did!”

“You lie! How could you be such a liar? Do you know what would happen if this got out, if you ran around making accusations-?

“My God,” he raved on, “If the world knew, if someone said’ ‘-His words gummed shut in his mouth as if he were tasting the truth of what he said, as if he saw me for the first time and I was a gun fired full in his face. “I would be… laughed out of the city. Such a goddamn ridiculous … hey, wait a minute. You!”

It was as if he had slipped a devil mask over his face. His eyes grew wide. His mouth gaped.

I examined his face and saw murder. I sidled toward the door.

“You wouldn’t say anything to anyone?” he said.

“No”

“How come you suddenly know everything about me?”

“You told me!”

“Yes,” he admitted, dazed, looking around for a weapon. “Wait.”

“if you don’t mind,” I said, “I’d rather not.” And I was out the door and down the hall, my knees jumping to knock my jaw.

“Come back!” cried Von Seyfertitz, behind me. “I must kill you!”

“I was afraid of that!”

I reached the elevator first and by a miracle it flung wide its doors when I banged the Down button. I jumped in.

“Say good-bye!” cried Von Seyfertitz, raising his fist as if it held a bomb.

“Good-bye!” I said. The doors slammed.

I did not see Von Seyfertitz again for a year.

Meanwhile, I dined out often, not without guilt, telling friends, and strangers on street corners, of my collision with a submarine commander become phrenologist (he who feels your skull to count the beans).

So with my giving one shake of the ripe fruit tree, nuts fell. Overnight they brimmed the Baron’s lap to flood his bank account. His Grand Slam will be recalled at century’s end: appearances on Phil Donahue, Oprah Winfrey, and Gerarldo in one single cyclonic afternoon, with interchangeable hyperboles, positive-negative-positive every hour. There were Von Seyfertitz laser games and duplicates of his submarine periscope sold at the Museum of Modern Art and the Smithsonian. With the super inducement of a half-million dollars, he force-fed and easily sold a bad book. Duplicates of the animalcules, lurks, and curious critters trapped in his brass viewer arose in pop-up coloring books, paste-on tattoos, and inkpad rubberstamp nightmares at Beasts-R-Us.

I had hoped that all this would cause him to forgive and forget. No.

One noon a year and a month later, my doorbell rang and there stood Gustav Von Seyfertitz, F Baron Woldstein, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“How come I didn’t kill you that day?” he mourned.

“You didn’t catch me,” I said.

“Oh, ja. That was it.”

I looked into the old man’s rain-washed, tear-ravened face and said, “Who died?”

“Me. Or is it I? Ah, to hell with it: me. You see before you,” he grieved, “a creature who suffers from the Rumpelstiltskin Syndrome!”

“Rumpel-”

“-stiltskin! Two halves with a rip from chin to fly. Yank my forelock, go ahead! Watch me fall apart at the seam. Like zipping a psychotic zipper, I fall, two Herr Doktor Admirals for the sick price of one. And which is the Doktor who heals and which the sellout best-seller Admiral? It takes two mirrors to tell. Not to mention the smoke!”

He stopped and looked around, holding his head together with his hands.

“Can you see the crack? Am I splitting again to become this crazy sailor who desires richness and fame, being sieved through the hands of crazed ladies with ruptured libidos? Suffering fish, I call them! But take their money, spit, spend! You should have such a year. Don’t laugh.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“Then cheer up while I finish. Can I lie down? Is that a couch? Too short. What do I do with my legs?”

“Sit sidesaddle.”

Von Seyfertitz laid himself out with his legs draped over one side. “Hey, not bad. Sit behind. Don’t look over my shoulder. Avert your gaze. Neither smirk nor pull long faces as I get out the crazy-glue and paste Rumpel back with Stiltskin, the name of my next book, God help me. Damn you to hell, you and your damned periscope!”

“Not mine. Yours. You wanted me to discover it that day. I suppose you had been whispering Dive, Dive, for years to patients, half asleep. But you couldn’t resist the loudest scream ever: Dive! That was your captain speaking, wanting fame and money enough to chock a horse show.”

“God,” murmured Von Seyfertitz, “How I hate it when you’re honest. Feeling better already. How much do I owe you?”

He arose.

“Now we go kill the monsters instead of you.”

“Monsters?”

“At my office. If we can get in past the lunatics.”

“You have lunatics outside as well as in, now?”

“Have I ever lied to you?”

“Often. But,” I added, “little white ones.”

“Come,” he said.

 

We got out of the elevator to be confronted by a long line of worshippers and supplicants. There

must have been seventy people strung out between the elevator and the Baron’s door, waiting with copies of books by Madame Blavatsky, Krishna murti, and Shirley MacLaine under their arms. There was a roar like a suddenly opened furnace door when they saw the Baron. We beat it on the double and got inside his office before anyone could surge to follow.

“See what you have done to me!” Von Seyfertitz pointed.

The office walls were covered with expensive teak paneling. The desk was from Napoleon’s age an exquisite Empire piece worth at least fifty thousand dollars. The couch was the best soft leather I had ever seen, and the two pictures on the wall were originals-a Renoir and a Monet. My God, millions! I thought.

“Okay,” I said. “The beasts, you said. You’ll kill them, not me?”

The old man wiped his eyes with the back of one hand, then made a fist.

“Yes!” he cried, stepping up to the fine periscope, which reflected his face, madly distorted, in its elongated shape. “Like this. Thus and so!”

And before I could prevent, he gave the brass machine a terrific slap with his hand and then a blow and another blow and another, with both fists, cursing. Then he grabbed the periscope as if it were the neck of a spoiled child and throttled and shook it.

I cannot say what I heard in that instant. Perhaps real sounds, perhaps imagined temblors, like a glacier

cracking in the spring, or icicles in mid-night. Perhaps it was a sound like a great kite breaking its skeleton in the wind and collapsing in folds of tissue. Maybe I thought I heard a vast breath in sucked, a cloud dissolving up inside itself. Or did I sense clock machineries spun so wildly they smoked off their foundations and fell like brass snowflakes?

I put my eye to the periscope.

I looked in upon—

Nothing.

It was just a brass tube with some crystal lenses and a view of an empty couch.

No more.

I seized the view piece and tried to screw it into some new focus on a far place and some dream bacteria that might fibrillate across an unimaginable horizon.

But the couch remained only a couch, and the wall beyond looked back at me with its great blank face.

Von Seyfertitz leaned forward and a tear ran off the tip of his nose to fall on one rusted fist.

“Are they dead?” he whispered.

“Gone.”

“Good, they deserved to die. Now I can return to some kind of normal, sane world.”

And with each word his voice fell deeper within his throat, his chest, his soul, until it, like the vaporous haunts within the peri-kaleidoscope, melted into silence.

He clenched his fists together in a fierce clasp

of prayer, like one who beseeches God to deliver him from plagues. And whether he was once again praying for my death, eyes shut, or whether he simply wished me gone with the visions within the brass device, I could not say.

I only knew that my gossip had done a terrible and irrevocable thing. Me and my wild enthusiasm for a psychological future and the fame of this incredible captain from beneath Nemo’s tidal seas.

“Gone,” murmured Gustav Von Seyfertitz, Baron Woldstein, whispered for the last time. “Gone.”

That was almost the end.

I went around a month later. The landlord reluctantly let me look over the premises, mostly because I hinted that I might be renting.

We stood in the middle of the empty room where I could see the dent marks where the couch had once stood.

I looked up at the ceiling. It was empty.

“What’s wrong?” said the landlord. “Didn’t they fix it so you can’t see? Damn fool Baron made a damn big hole up into the office above. Rented that, too, but never used it for anything I knew of. There was just that big damn hole he left when he went away.”

I sighed with relief.

“Nothing left upstairs?”

“Nothing.”

I looked up at the perfectly blank ceiling.

“Nice job of repair,” I said.

“Thank God,” said the landlord.

What, I often wonder, ever happened to Gustav Von Seyfertitz? Did he move to Vienna, to take up residence, perhaps, in or near dear Sigmund’s very own address? Does he live in Rio, aerating fellow Unterderseaboat Captains who can’t sleep for seasickness, roiling on their waterbeds under the shadow of the Andes Cross? Or is he in South Pasadena, within striking distance of the fruit larder nut farms disguised as film studios?

I cannot guess.

All I know is that some nights in the year, oh, once or twice, in a deep sleep I hear this terrible shout, his cry,

“Dive! Dive! Dive!”

And wake to find myself, sweating, far und my bed.



Another Fine Mess

 

1995

 

The sounds began in the middle of summer in the middle of the night.

Bella Winters sat up in bed about three a.m. and listened and then lay back down. Ten minutes later she heard the sounds again, out in the night, down the hill.

Bella Winters lived in a first-floor apartment on top of Vendome Heights, near Effie Street in Los Angeles, and had lived there now for only a few days, so it was all new to her, this old house on an old street with an old staircase, made of concrete, climbing steeply straight up from the low-lands below, one hundred and twenty steps, count them. And right now…

“Someone’s on the steps,” said Bella to herself.

“What?” said her husband, Sam, in his sleep.

“There are some men out on the steps,” said Bella. “Talking, yelling, not fighting, but almost. I heard them last night, too, and the night before, but .

.

 

“What?” Sam muttered.

“Shh, go to sleep. I’ll look.”

She got out of bed in the dark and went to the window, and yes, two men were indeed talking out there, grunting, groaning, now loud, now soft. And there was another noise, a kind of bumping, sliding, thumping, like a huge object being carted up the hill.

“No one could be moving in at this hour of the night, could they?” asked Bella of the darkness, the window, and herself.

“No,” murmured Sam.

“It sounds like . .

“Like what?” asked Sam, fully awake now.

“Like two men moving-”

“Moving what, for God’s sake?”

“Moving a piano. Up those steps.”

“At three in the morning!?” 

“A piano and two men. Just listen.”

The husband sat up, blinking, alert.

Far off, in the middle of the hill, there was a kind harping strum, the noise a piano makes when suddenly thumped and its harp strings hum.

“There, did you hear?” 

“Jesus, you’re right. But why would anyone steal-”

“They’re not stealing, they’re delivering.”

“A piano?” 

“I didn’t make the rules, Sam. Go out and ask. No, don’t; I will.”

And she wrapped herself in her robe and was out the door and on the sidewalk.

“Bella,” Sam whispered fiercely behind the porch screen. “Crazy.”

“So what can happen at night to a woman fifty-five, fat, and ugly?” she wondered.

Sam did not answer.

She moved quietly to the rim of the hill. Somewhere down there she could hear the two men wrestling with a huge object. The piano on occasion gave a strumming hum and fell silent. occasionally one of the men yelled or gave orders.

“The voices,” said Bella. “I know them from somewhere,” she whispered and moved in utter dark on stairs that were only a long pale ribbon going down, as a voice echoed:

“Here’s another fine mess you’ve got us in.” Bella froze. Where have I heard that voice, she wondered, a million times! 

“Hello,” she called.

She moved, counting the steps, and stopped.

And there was no one there.

Suddenly she was very cold. There was nowhere for the strangers to have gone to. The hill was steep and a long way down and a long way up, and they had been burdened with an upright piano, hadn’t they?

How come I know upright  she thought. I only heard.  But-yes, upright!  Not only that, but inside a box!

She turned slowly and as she went back up the steps, one by one, slowly, slowly, the voices began to sound again, below, as if, disturbed, they had waited for her to go away.

“What are you doing?” demanded one voice.

“I was just-” said the other.

“Give me that!” cried the first voice.

That other voice, thought Bella, I know that, too. And I know what’s going to be said next!

“Now,” said the echo far down the hill in the night, “just don’t stand there, help me!”

“Yes!”  Bella closed her eyes and swallowed hard and half fell to sit on the steps, getting her breath back as black-and-White pictures flashed in her head. Suddenly it was 1929 and she Was very small, in a theater with dark and light pictures looming above the first row where she sat, transfixed, and then laughing, and then transfixed and laughing again.

She opened her eyes. The two voices were still down there, a faint wrestle and echo in the night, despairing and thumping each other with their hard derby hats.

Zelda, thought Bella Winters. I’ll call Zelda. She knows everything. She’ll tell me what this is. Zelda, yes!

Inside, she dialed Z and E and L and D and A before she saw what she had done and started over. The phone rang a long while until Zelda’s voice, angry with sleep, spoke half way across L.A.

“Zelda, this is Bella!”

“Sam just died?” 

“No, no, I’m sorry-

“You’re sorry?”

“Zelda, I know you’re going to think I’m crazy, but …”

“Go ahead, be crazy.”

“Zelda, in the old days when they made films around L.A., they used lots of places, right? Like Venice, Ocean Park … “

“Chaplin did, Langdon did, Harold Lloyd, sure.”

“Laurel and Hardy?”

“What?”

“Laurel and Hardy, did they use lots of locations?”

“Palms, they used Palms lots, Culver City Main Street,’ Effie Street.”

“Effie Street!”

“Don’t yell, Bella.”

“Did you say Effie Street?”

“Sure, and God, it’s three in the morning!”

“Right at the top of Effie Street!?”

“Hey, yeah, the stairs. Everyone knows them. That’s where the music box chased Hardy downhill and ran over Him.”

“Sure, Zelda, sure! Oh, God, Zelda, if you could see, hear, what I hear! “

Zelda was suddenly wide awake on the line. “What’s _going on? You serious?”

_

 

“oh, God, yes. On the steps just now, and last night and the night before maybe, I heard, I hear—two men hauling a—a piano up the hill.”

“Someone’s pulling your leg!”

“No, no, they’re there. I go out and there’s nothing. But the steps are haunted, Zelda! One voice says: ‘Here’s another fine mess you’ve got us in.’ You got to hear that man’s voice!”

“You’re drunk and doing this because you know I’m a nut for them.”

“No, no. Come, Zelda. Listen. Tell!”

Maybe half an hour later, Bella heard the old tin lizzie rattle up the alley behind the apartments. It was a car Zelda, in her joy at visiting silent-movie theaters, had bought to lug herself around in while she wrote about the past, always the past, and steaming into Cecil B. DeMille’s old place or circling Harold Lloyd’s nation-state, or cranking and banging around the Universal backlot, paying her respects to the Phantom’s opera stage, or sitting on Ma and Pa Kettle’s porch chewing a sandwich lunch. That was Zelda, who once wrote in a silent country in a silent time for Silver Screen. 

Zelda lumbered across the front porch, a huge body with legs as big as the Bernini columns in front of St. Peter’s in Rome, and a face like a harvest moon.

On that round face now was suspicion, cynicism, skepticisms, in equal pie-parts. But when she saw Bella’s pale stare she cried:

“Belle! “

“You see I’m not lying!” said Bella.

“I see!” 

“Keep your voice down, Zelda. Oh, it’s scary and strange, terrible and nice. So come on.”

And the two women edged along the walk to the rim of the old hill near the old steps in old Hollywood, and suddenly as they moved they felt time take a half turn around them and it was another year, because nothing had changed all the buildings were the way they were in 1928 and the hills beyond like they were in 1926 and the steps, just the, way they were when the cement was poured in




1921.
“Listen, Zelda. There!” 

And Zelda listened and at first there was only a creaking of wheels down in the dark, like crickets, and then a moan of wood and a hum of piano strings, and then one voice lamenting about this job, and the other voice claiming he had nothing to do with it, and then the thumps as two derby hats fell, and an exasperated voice announced:

“Here’s another fine mess you’ve got us in.”

Zelda, stunned, almost toppled off the hill. She held tight to Bella’s arm as tears brimmed in her eyes.

“It’s a trick. Someone’s got a tape recorder or-”

“No, I checked. Nothing but the steps, Zelda, the steps!”

Tears rolled down Zelda’s plump cheeks.

“Oh, God, that is his voice! I’m the expert, I’m the mad, fanatic, Bella. That’s Ollie. And that other voice, Stan! And you’re not nuts after all!”

The voices below rose and fell and one cried: “Why don’t you do something to help me?”

Zelda moaned. “Oh, God, it’s so beautiful.” 

“What does it mean?” asked Bella. “Why are they here? Are they really ghosts, and why would ghosts climb this hill every night, pushing that music box, night after night, tell me, Zelda, why?”

Zelda peered down the hill and shut her eyes for a moment to think. “Why do any ghosts go anywhere? Retribution? Revenge? No, not those two. Love maybe’s the reason, lost loves or something Yes?” 

Bella let her heart pound once or twice and then said, “Maybe nobody told them.”

“Told them what?” 

“Or maybe they were told a lot but still didn’t believe, because maybe in their old years things got bad, I mean they were sick, and sometimes when you’re sick you forget.”

“Forget what!?” 

“How much we loved them.”

“They knew!” 

“Did they? Sure, we told each other, but maybe not enough of us ever wrote or waved when they passed and just yelled ‘Love!’ you think?”

“Hell, Bella, they’re on TV every night!” 

“Yeah, but that don’t count. Has anyone, since they left us, come here to these steps and said? Maybe those voices down there, ghosts or whatever, have been here every night for years, pushing that music box, and nobody thought, or tried, to just whisper or yell all the love we had all the years. Why not?”

‘Why not?” Zelda stared down into the long darkness where perhaps shadows moved and maybe a piano lurched clumsily among the shadows. “You’re right.”

If I’m right,” said Bella, “and you say so, there’s only one thing to do-”

“You mean you and me?” 

“Who else? Quiet. Come on.”

They moved down a step. In the same instant lights came

on around them, in a window here, another there. A screen door opened somewhere and angry words shot out into the night:

“Hey, what’s going on?”

“Pipe down!”

“You know what time it is?” “My God,” Bella whispered, “everyone else hears now!”

“No, no.” Zelda looked around wildly. “They’ll spoil everything!”

“I’m calling the cops!” A window slammed.

“God,” said Bella, “if the cops come-”

“What?”

“It’ll be all wrong. If anyone’s going to tell them to take it easy, pipe down, it’s gotta be us. We care, don’t we?”

“God, yes, but-”

“No buts. Grab on. Here we go.”

The two voices murmured below and the piano tuned itself with hiccups of sound as they edged down another step and another, their mouths dry, hearts hammering, and the night so dark they could see only the faint streetlight at the stair bottom, the single street illumination so far away it was sad being there all by itself, waiting for shadows to move.

More windows slammed up, more screen doors opened. At any moment there would be an avalanche of protest, incredible outcries, perhaps shots fired, and all this gone forever.

Thinking this, the women trembled and held tight, as if to pummel each other to speak against the rage.

“Say something, Zelda, quick.”

“What?”

“Anything! They’ll get hurt if we don’t-”

” They?” 

“You know what I mean. Save them.”

“Okay. Jesus!” Zelda froze, clamped her eyes shut to find the words, then opened her eyes and said, “Hello.”

“Louder. “

`‘Hello,” Zelda called softly, then loudly.

Shapes rustled in the dark below. One of the voices rose while the other fell and the piano strummed its hidden harp strings.

“Don’t be afraid,” Zelda called

“That’s good. Go on.”

“Don’t be afraid,” Zelda called, braver now. “Don’t listen to those others yelling. We won’t hurt you. It’s just us. I’m Zelda, you wouldn’t remember, and this here is Bella, and we’ve known you forever, or since we were kids, and we love you. It’s late, but we thought you should know. We’ve loved you ever since you were in the desert or on that boat with ghosts or trying to sell Christmas trees door-to-door or in that traffic where you tore the headlights off cars, and we still love you, right, Bella?”

The night below was darkness, waiting.

Zelda punched Bella’s arm.

“Yes!” Bella cried, “what she said.  We love you.”

“We can’t think of anything else to say.”

“But it’s enough, yes?” Bella leaned forward anxiously. “It’s enough?” 

A night wind stirred the leaves and grass around the stairs and the shadows below that had stopped moving with the music box suspended between them as they looked up and up at the two women, who suddenly began to cry. First tears fell from Bella’s cheeks, and when Zelda sensed them, she let fall her own.

So now,” said Zelda, amazed that she could form words but managed to speak anyway, “we want you to know, you don t have to come back anymore. You don’t have to climb

the hill every night, waiting. For what we said just now is it, isn’t it? I mean you wanted to hear it here on this hill, with those steps, and that piano, yes, that’s the whole thing, it had to be that, didn’t it? So now here we are and there you are and it’s said. So rest, dear friends.”

“Oh, there, Ollie,”,” added Bella in a sad, sad whisper. “Oh, Stan, Stanley.”

The piano, hidden in the dark, softly hummed its wires and creaked its ancient wood.

And then the most incredible thing happened. There was: a series of shouts and then a huge banging crash as the music box, in the dark, rocketed down the hill, skittering on the steps, playing chords where it hit, swerving, rushing, and ahead of it, running, the two shapes pursued by the musical beast, yelling, tripping, shouting, warning the Fates, crying out to the gods, down and down, forty, sixty, eighty, one hundred steps.

And half down the steps, hearing, feeling, shouting, crying themselves, and now laughing and holding to each other, the two women alone in the night wildly clutching, grasping, trying to see, almost sure that they did see, the three things ricocheting off and away, the two shadows rushing, one fat,, one thin, and the piano blundering after, discordant and mindless, until they reached the street, where, instantly, the one overhead streetlamp died as if struck, and the shadows floundered on, pursued by the musical beast.

And the two women, abandoned, looked down, exhausted with laughing until they wept and weeping until they laughed, until suddenly Zelda got a terrible look on her face as if shot.

“My God!” she shouted in panic, reaching out. “Wait. We didn’t mean, we don’t want-don’t go forever! Sure, go. so the neighbors here sleep. But once a year, you hear? Once a year, one night a year from tonight, and every year after that, come back. It shouldn’t bother anyone so much. But we got to tell you all over again, huh? Come back and bring the box with you, and we’ll be here waiting, won’t we, Bella?”

“Waiting, yes.”

There was a long silence from the steps leading down into an old black-and-white, silent Los Angeles.

“You think they heard?”

They listened.

And from somewhere far off and down, there was the faintest explosion like the engine of an old jalopy knocking itself to life, and then the merest whisper of a lunatic music from a dark theater when they were very young. It faded.

After a long while they climbed back up the steps, dabbing at their eyes with wet Kleenex. Then they turned for a final time to stare down into the night.

“You know something?” said Zelda. “I think they heard.”



At the End of the Ninth Year
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“Well,” said Sheila, chewing on her breakfast toast and examining her complexion, distorted in the side of the coffee urn, “here it is the last day of the last month of the ninth year.”

Her husband, Thomas, glanced over the rampart of The Wall Street Journal saw nothing to fasten his regard, and sank back in place. “What?”

“I said,” said Sheila, “the ninth year’s finished and you have a completely new wife. Or, to put it properly, the old wife’s gone. So I don’t think we’re married anymore.”

Thomas floored the Journal on his as-yet-untouched scrambled eggs, tilted his head this way and that, and said:

“Not married?”

“No, that was another time, another body, another me.” She buttered more toast and munched on it philosophically.

“Hold on!” He took a stiff jolt of coffee. “Explain.”

“Well, dear Thomas, don’t you remember reading as children and later, that every nine years, I think it was nine, the body, churning like a gene-chromosome factory, did your entire person over, fingernails, spleen, ankles to elbows, belly, bum, and earlobes, molecule by molecule-”

“Oh, get to it,” he grumbled. “The point, wife, the point!”

“The point, dear Tom,” she replied, finishing her toast, “is that with this breakfast I have replenished my soul and psyche, completed the reworking of my entire flesh, blood, and bones. This person seated across from you is not the woman you married-”

“I have often said that!”

“Be serious.”

“Are you?” he said.

“Let me finish. If the medical research is true, then at the end of nine years there is not an eyebrow, eyelash, pore, dimple, or skin follicle in this creature here at this celebratory breakfast that in any way is related to that old Sheila Tompkins married at eleven a.m. of a Saturday nine years ago this very hour. Two different women. One in bondage to a nice male creature whose jaw jumps out like a cash register when he scans the Journal. The other, now that it is one minute after the deadline hour, Born Free. So!”

She rose swiftly and prepared to flee.

“Wait!” He gave himself another jolt of coffee. “Where are you going?”

Hallway to the door, she said, “Out. Perhaps away. And who knows: forever!”

“Born free? Hogwash. Come here! Sit down!”

She hesitated as he assumed his lion-tamer’s voice. “Dammit. You owe me an explanation. Sit!”

She turned slowly. “For only as long as it takes to draw a picture.”

“Draw it, then. Sit!”

She came to stare at her plate. “I seem to have eaten everything in sight.”

He jumped up, ran over to the side table, rummaged more omelet, and banged it in front of her.

“There.! Speak with your mouth full.”

She forked in the eggs. “You do see what I’m driving at, don’t you, Tomasino?”

“Damnation! I thought you were happy!”

“Yes, but not incredibly happy.”

“That’s for maniacs on their honeymoons!”

“Yes, wasn’t it?” she remembered.

“That was then, this is now. Well?”

“I could feel it happening all year. Lying in bed, I felt my skin prickle, my pores open like ten thousand tiny mouths, my perspiration run like faucets, my heart race, my pulse sound in the oddest places, under my chin, my wrists, the backs of my knees, my ankles. I felt like a huge wax statue, melting. After midnight I was afraid to turn on the bathroom light and find a stranger gone mad in the mirror.”

“All right, all right!” He stirred four sugars in his coffee and drank the slops from the saucer. “Sum it up!”

“Every hour of every night and then all day, I could feel it as if I were out in a storm being struck by hot August rain that washed away the old to find a brand-new me. Every drop of serum, every red and white corpuscle, every hot flash of nerve ending, rewired and restrung, new marrow, new hair for combing, new fingerprints even. Don’t look at me that way. Perhaps no new fingerprints. But all the rest. See? Am I not a fresh-sculpted, fresh-painted work of God’s creation?”

He searched her up and down with a razor glare.

“I hear Mad Carlotta maundering,” he said. “I see a woman hyperventilated by a midlife frenzy. Why don’t you just say it? Do you want a divorce?”

“Not necessarily.”

“Not necessarily?” he shouted.

“I’ll just simply … go away.”

“Where will you go?”

“There must be some place,” she said vaguely, stirring her omelet to make paths.

“Is there another man?” he said at last, holding his utensils with fists.

“Not quite yet.

“Thank God for small favors.” He let a great breath gust out. “Now go to your room.”

“Beg pardon?” She blinked.

“You’ll not be allowed out for the rest of this week. Go to your room. No phone calls. No TV. No-”

She was on her feet. “You sound like my father in high school!”

“I’ll be damned.” He laughed quietly. “Yes! Upstairs now! No lunch for you, my girl. I’ll put a plate by your door at suppertime. When you behave I’ll give you your car keys. Meanwhile, march! Pull out your telephone plugs and hand over your CD player!”

“This is outrageous,” she cried. “I’m a grown woman.”

“Ingrown. No progress. Re-gress. If that damn theory’s true, you didn’t add on, just sank back nine years! Out you go! Up!”

She ran, pale-faced, to the entry stairs, wiping tears from her eyes.

As she was hallway up, he, putting his foot on the first step, pulled the napkin from his shirt and called quietly, “Wait …”

She froze in place but did not look back down at him, waiting.

“Sheila,” he said at last, tears running down his cheeks now.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I love you,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “But it doesn’t help.”

“Yes, it does. Listen.”

She waited, hallway up to her room.

He rubbed his hand over his face as if trying to massage some truth out of it. His hand was almost frantic, searching for something hidden around his mouth or near his eyes.

Then it almost burst from him. “Sheila!”

“I’m supposed to go to my room,” she said.

“Don’t!”

“What, then?”

His face began to relax, his eyes to fix on a solution, as his hand rested on the banister leading up to where she stood with her back turned.

“If what you say is true-”

“It is,” she murmured. “Every cell, every pore, every eyelash. Nine years-”

“Yes, yes, I know, yes. But listen.”

He swallowed hard and that helped him digest the solution which he now spoke very weakly, then quietly, and then with a kind of growing certainty.

“If what you say happened-”

“It did,” she murmured, head down.

“Well, then,” he said slowly, and then, “It happened to me, too.”

“What?” Her head lifted a trifle.

“It doesn’t just happen to one person, right? It happens to all people, everyone in the world. And if that’s true, well, my body has been changing along with yours during all the last nine years. Every follicle, every fingernail, all the dermis and epidermis or whatever. I never noticed. But it must have.”

Her head was up now and her back was not slumped. He hurried on.

“And if that’s true, good Lord, then I’m new, too. The old Tom, Thomas, Tommy, Tomasino is left behind back there with the shed snakeskin.”

Her eyes opened and she listened and he finished. “So we’re both brand-new. You’re the new, beautiful woman I’ve been thinking about finding and loving in the last year. And I’m that man you were heading out to search for. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that true?”

There was the merest hesitation and then she gave the smallest, almost imperceptible nod.

“Mercy,” he called gently.

“That’s not my name,” she said.

“It is now. New woman, new body, new name. So I picked one for you. Mercy?”

After a moment she said, “What does that make you?”

“Let me think.” He chewed his lip and smiled. “How about Frank? Frankly, my dear, I do give a damn.”

“Frank,” she murmured. “Frank and Mercy. Mercy and Frank.”

“It doesn’t exactly ring, but it’ll do. Mercy?”

“Yes?”

“Will you marry me?”

“What?”

“I said, will you marry me. Today. An hour from now. Noon?”

She turned at last to look down at him with a face all freshly tanned and washed.

“Oh, yes,” she said.

“And we’ll run away and be maniacs again, for a little while

“No,” she said, “here is fine. Here is wonderful.”

“Come down, then,” he said, holding his hand up to her. “We have another nine years before another change. Come down and finish your wedding breakfast. Mercy?”

She came down the steps and took his hand and smiled.

“Where’s the champagne?” she said.



Once More, Legato
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Fentriss sat up in his chair in the garden in the middle of a fine autumn and listened. The drink in his hand remained unsipped, his friend Black unspoken to, the fine house unnoticed, the very weather itself neglected, for there was a veritable fountain of sound in the air above them.

“My God,” he mid. “Do you ‘hear?”

“What, the birds?” asked his friend Black, doing just the opposite, sipping his drink, noticing the weather, admiring the rich house, and neglecting the birds entirely until this moment.

“Great God in heaven, listen to them!” cried Fentriss.

Black listened. “Rather nice.”

“clean out your ears!”

Black made a halfhearted gesture, symbolizing the cleaning out of ears. “Well?”

“Damn it, don’t be funny. I mean really listen! They’re singing a tune!”

“Birds usually do.”

“No, they don’t; birds paste together bits and pieces maybe, five or six notes, eight at the most. Mockingbirds have repertoires that change, but not entire melodies. These birds are different. Now shut up and give over!”

Both men sat, enchanted. Black’s expression melted.

“I’ll be damned,” he said at last. “They do go on.” He leaned forward and listened intently.

“Yes …” murmured Fentriss, eyes shut, nodding to the rhythms that sprang like fresh rain from the tree just above their heads. “… ohmigod … indeed.”

Black rose as if to move under the tree and peer up. Fentriss protested with a fierce whisper:

“Don’t spoil it. Sit. Be very still. Where’s my pencil? Ah…”

Half peering around, he found a pencil and notepad, shut his eyes, and began to scribble blindly.

The birds sang.

“You’re not actually writing down their song?” said Black.

“What does it look like? Quiet.”

And with eyes now open, now shut, Fentriss drew scales and jammed in the notes.

“I didn’t know you read music,” said Black, astonished.

“I played the violin until my father broke it. Please! There. There. Yes!

“Slower,” he whispered. “Wait for me.”

As if hearing, the birds adjusted their lilt, moving toward piano instead of bravado.

A breeze stirred the leaves, like an invisible conductor, and the singing died.

Fentriss, perspiration beading his forehead, stopped scribbling and fell back.

“I’ll be damned.” Black gulped his drink. “What was that all about?”

“Writing a song.” Fentriss stared at the scales he had dashed on paper. “Or a tone poem.”

“Let me see that!”

“Wait.” The tree shook itself gently, but produced no further notes. “I want to be sure they’re done.”

Silence.

Black seized the pages and let his eyes drift over the scales. “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” he said, aghast. “It works.” He glanced up at the thick green of the tree, where no throat warbled, no wing stirred. “What kind of birds are those?”

“The birds of forever, the small beasts of an Immaculate Musical Conception. Something,” said Fentriss, “has made them with child and its name is song-”

“Hogwash!”

“Is it?! Something in the air, in the seeds they ate at dawn, some whim of climate and weather, God! But now they’re mine, it’s mine. A fine tune.”

“It is’” said Black. “But can’t be!”

“Never question the miraculous when it happens. Good grief, maybe those damned wonderful creatures have been throwing up incredible songs for months, years, but no one listened. Today, for the first time, someone did. Me! Now, what to do with the gift?”

“You don’t seriously mean-?”

“I’ve been out of work for a year. I quit my computers, retired early, I’m only forty-nine, and have been threatening to knit macrame’ to give friends to spoil their walls, day after day. Which shall it be, friend, macrame’ or Mozart?”

“Are you Mozart?”

“Just his bastard son.”

“Nonsense,” cried Black, pointing his face like a blunderbuss at the trees as if he might blast the choir. “That tree, those birds, are a Rorschach test. Your subconscious is picking and choosing notes from pure chaos. There’s no discernible tune, no special rhythm. You had me fooled, but I see and hear it now: you’ve had a repressed desire since childhood to compose. And you’ve let a clutch of idiot birds grab you by the ears. Put down that pen!”

“Nonsense right back at you.” Fentriss laughed. “You’re jealous that after twelve layabout years, thunderstruck with boredom, one of us has found an occupation. I shall follow it. Listen and write, write and listen. Sit down, you’re obstructing the acoustics!”

“I’ll sit,” Black exclaimed, “but-” He clapped his hands over his ears.

“Fair enough,” said Fentriss. “Escape fantastic reality while I change a few notes and finish out this unexpected birth.”

Glancing up at the tree, he whispered:

“Wait for me.”

The tree rustled its leaves and fell quiet.

“Crazy,” muttered Black.

 

One, two, three hours later, entering the library quietly and then loudly, Black cried out:

“What are you doing?”

Bent over his desk, his hand moving furiously, Fentriss said:

“Finishing a symphony!”

“The same one you began in the garden?”

“No, the birds began, the birds!”

“The birds, then.” Black edged closer to study the mad inscriptions. “How do you know what to do with that stuff?”

“They did most. I’ve added variations!”

“An arrogance the ornithologists will resent and attack. Have you composed before?”

“Not”-Fentriss let his fingers roam, loop, and scratch-“until today!”

“You realize, of course, you’re plagiarizing those songbirds?”

“Borrowing, Black, borrowing. If a milkmaid, singing at dawn, can have her hum borrowed by Berlioz, well! Or if Dvorak, hearing a Dixie banjo plucker pluck ‘Goin’ Home,’ steals the banjo to eke out his New World, why can’t I weave a net to catch a tune? There! Finito. Done! Give us a title, Black!”

“I? Who sings off-key?”

“What about ‘The Emperor’s Nightingale’?”

“Stravinsky.”

“‘The Birds’?”

“Hitchcock.”

“Damn. How’s this: ‘It’s Only John Cage in a Gilded Bird’?”

“Brilliant. But no one knows who John Cage was.”

”Well, then, I’ve got it!” And he wrote:

“‘Forty-seven Magpies Baked in a Pie.’

“Blackbirds, you mean; go back to John Cage.”

“Bosh!” Fentriss stabbed the phone. “Hello, Willie? Could you come over? Yes, a small job. Symphonic arrangement for a friend, or friends. What’s your usual Philharmonic fee? Eh? Good enough. Tonight!”

Fentriss disconnected and turned to gaze at the tree with wonder in it.

“What next?” he murmured.

“Forty-seven Magpies,” with title shortened, premiered at the Glendale Chamber Symphony a month later with standing ovations, incredible reviews.

Fentriss, outside his skin with joy, prepared to launch himself atop large, small, symphonic, operatic, whatever fell on his ears. He had listened to the strange choirs each day for weeks, but bad noted nothing, waiting to see if the “Magpie” experiment was to be repeated. When the applause rose in storms and the critics hopped when they weren’t skipping, he knew he must strike again before the epilepsy ceased.

There followed: “Wings,” “Flight,” “Night Chorus,” “The Fledgling Madrigals,” and “Dawn Patrol,” each greeted by new thunderstorms of acclamation and critics angry at excellence but forced to praise.

“By now,” said Fentriss, “I should be unbearable to live with, but the birds caution modesty.”

“Also,” said Black, seated under the tree, waiting for a sprig of benison and the merest touch of symphonic manna, “shut up! If all those sly dimwit composers, who will soon be lurking in the bushes, cop your secret, you’re a gone poacher.”

“Poacher! By God, yes!” Fentriss laughed. “Poacher.”

And damn if the first poacher didn’t arrive!

Glancing out at tree in the morning, Fentriss witnessed a runty shadow stretching up, handheld tape recorder poised, warbling and whistling softly at the tree. when this failed, the half-seen poacher tried dove-coos and then orioles and roosters, half dancing in a circle.

“Damn it to hell!” Fentriss leaped out with a shotgun cry: “Is that Wolfgang Prouty poaching my garden? Out, Wolfgang! Go!”

Dropping his recorder, Prouty vaulted a bush, impaled himself on thorns, and vanished.

Fentriss, cursing, picked up an abandoned notepad.

“Nightsong,” it read. On the tape recorder he found a lovely Satie-like bird-choir.

After that, more poachers arrived mid-night to depart at dawn. Their spawn, Fentriss realized, would soon throttle his creativity and still his voice. He loitered full-time in the garden now, not knowing what seed to give his beauties, and heavily watered the lawn to fetch up worms. Wearily he stood guard through sleepless nights, nodding off only to find Wolfgang Prouty’s evil minions astride the wall, prompting arias, and one night, by God, perched in the tree itself, humming in hopes of sing-alongs.

A shotgun was the final answer. After its first fiery roar, the garden was empty for a week. That is, until-Someone came very late indeed and committed mayhem.

As quietly as possible, he cut the branches and sawed the limbs.

“Oh, envious composers, dreadful murderers!” cried Fentriss.

And the birds were gone.

And the career of Amadeus Two with it.

“Black!” cried Fentriss.

“Yes, dear friend?” said Black, looking at the bleak sky where once green was.

“Is your car outside?”

“When last I looked.”

“Drive!”

But driving in search didn’t do it. It wasn’t like calling in lost dogs or telephone-poled cats. They must find and cage an entire Mormon tabernacle team of soprano springtime-in-the-Rockies birdseed lovers to prove one in the hand is worth two in the bush.

But still they hastened from block to block, garden to garden, lurking and listening. Now their spirits soared with an echo of “Hallelujah Chorus” oriole warbling, only to sink in a drab sparrow twilight of despair.

Only when they had crossed and recrossed interminable mazes of asphalt and greens did one of them finally (Black) light his pipe and emit a theory.

“Did you ever think to wonder,” he mused behind a smoke-cloud, “what season of the year this is?”

“Season of the year?” said Fentriss, exasperated.

“Well, coincidentally, wasn’t the night the tree fell and the wee songsters blew town, was not that the first fall night of autumn?”

Fentriss clenched a fist and struck his brow.

“You mean?”

“Your friends have flown the coop. Their migration must be above San Miguel Allende just now.”

“If they are migratory birds!”

“Do you doubt it?”

Another pained silence, another blow to the head.

”Shit!”

“Precisely,” said Black.

“Friend,” said Fentriss.

“Sir?”

“Drive home.”

 

It was a long year, it was a short year, it was a year of anticipation, it was the burgeoning of despair, it was the revival of inspiration, but at its heart, Fentriss knew, just another Tale of Two Cities, but he did not know what the other city was!

How stupid of me, he thought, not to have guessed or imagined that my songsters we’re wanderers who each autumn fled south and each springtime swarmed north in A Cappella choirs of sound.

“The waiting,” he told Black, “is madness. The phone never stops-”

The phone rang. He picked it up and addressed it like a child. “Yes. Yes. Of course. Soon. When? Very soon.” And put the phone down. “You see? That was Philadelphia. They want another Cantata as good as the first. At dawn today it was Boston. Yesterday the Vienna Philharmonic. Soon, I say. When? God knows. Lunacy! Where are those angels that once sang me to my rest?”

He threw down maps and weather charts of Mexico, Peru, Guatemala, and the Argentines.

“How far south? Do I scour Buenos Aires or Rio, Mazatlan or Cuernavaca? And then? Wander about with a tin ear, standing under trees waiting for bird-drops like a spotted owl? Will the Argentine critics trot by scoffing to see me leaning on trees, eyes shut, waiting for the quasi-melody, the lost chord? I’d let no one know the cause of my journey, my search, otherwise pandemoniums of laughter. But in what city, under what kind of tree would I wander to stand? A tree like mine? Do they seek the same roosts? or will anything do in Ecuador or Peru? God, I could waste months guessing and come back with birdseed in my hair and bird bombs on my lapels. What to do, Black? Speak!”

“Well, for one thing”-Black stuffed and lit his pipe and exhaled his aromatic concepts-‘ ‘you might clear off this stump and plant a new tree.”

They had been circling the stump and kicking it for inspiration. Fentriss froze with one foot raised. “Say that again?!”

“I said-”

“Good grief, you genius! Let me kiss you!”

“Rather not. Hugs, maybe.”

Fentriss hugged him, wildly. “Friend!”

“Always was.”

“Let’s get a shovel and spade.”

“You get. I’ll watch.”

Fentriss ran back a minute later with a spade and pickax.

“Sure you won’t join me?”

Black sucked his pipe, blew smoke. “Later.”

“How much would a full-grown tree cost?”

“Too much.”

“Yes, but if it were here and the birds did return?” Black let out more smoke. “Might be worth it. Opus Number Two: ‘In the Beginning’ by Charles Fentriss, stuff like that.”

‘In the Beginning,’ or maybe ‘The Return.””

“One of those.”

“Or-” Fentriss struck the stump with the pickax. ” ‘Rebirth.’ ” He struck again. “‘Ode to Joy.’ ” Another strike.

‘Spring Harvest.’ “ Another. “‘Let the Heavens Resound.’ How’s that, Black?”

“I prefer the other,” said Black.

The stump was pulled and the new tree bought.

“Don’t show me the bill,” Fentriss told his accountant. “Pay it.”

And the tallest tree they could find, of the same family as the one dead and gone, was planted.

“What if it dies before my choir returns?” said Fentriss. “What if it lives,” said Black, “and your choir goes elsewhere?”

The tree, planted, seemed in no immediate need to die. Neither did it look particularly vital and ready to welcome small singers from some far southern places.

Meanwhile, the sky, like the tree, was empty. “Don’t they know I’m waiting?” said Fentriss. “Not unless,” offered Black, “you majored in cross-continental telepathy.”

“I’ve checked with Audubon. They say that while the swallows do come back to Capistrano on a special day, give or take a white lie, other migrating species are often one or two weeks late.”

“If I were you,” said Black, “I would plunge into an intense love affair to distract you while you wait.”

“I am fresh out of love affairs.”

“Well, then,” said Black, “suffer.”

The hours passed slower than the minutes, the days passed slower than the hours, the weeks passed slower than the days. Black called. “No birds?”

“No birds.”

“Pity. I can’t stand watching you lose weight.” And Black disconnected.

On a final night, when Fentriss had almost yanked the phone out of the wall, fearful of another call from the Boston Symphony, he leaned an ax against the trunk of the new tree and addressed it and the empty sky.

“Last chance,” he said. “If the dawn patrol doesn’t show by seven a.m., it’s quits.”

And he touched ax-blade against the tree-bole, took two shots of vodka so swiftly that the spirits squirted out both eyes, and went to bed.

He awoke twice during the night to hear nothing but a soft breeze outside his window, stirring the leaves, with not a ghost of song.

And awoke at dawn with tear-filled eyes, having dreamed that the birds had returned, but knew, in waking, it was only a dream.

And yet…?

Hark, someone might have said in an old novel. List! as in an old play.

Eyes shut, he fine-tuned his ears .

The tree outside, as he arose, looked fatter, as if it had taken on invisible ballasts in the night. There were stirrings there, not of simple breeze or probing winds, but of something in the very leaves that knitted and purled them in rhythms. He dared not look but lay back down to ache his senses and try to know.

A single chirp hovered in the window.

He waited.

Silence.

Go on, he thought.

Another chirp.

Don’t breathe, he thought; don’t let them know you’re listening.

Hush.

A fourth sound, then a fifth note, then a sixth and seventh. My God, he thought, is this a substitute orchestra, a replacement choir come to scare off my loves?

Another five notes.

Perhaps, he prayed, they’re only tuning up!

Another twelve notes, of no special timbre or pace, and as he was about to explode like a lunatic conductor and fire the bunch-It happened. Note after note, line after line, fluid melody following spring freshet melody, the whole choir exhaled to blossom the tree with joyous proclamations of return and welcome in chorus.

And as they sang, Fentriss sneaked his hand to find a pad and pen to hide under the covers so that its scratching might not disturb the choir that soared and dipped to soar again, firing the bright air that flowed from the tree to tune his soul with delight and move his hand to remember.

The phone rang. He picked it up swiftly to hear Black ask

if the waiting was over. Without speaking, he held the receiver in the window.

“I’ll be damned,” said Black’s voice.

“No, anointed,” whispered the composer, scribbling Cantata No.2. Laughing, he called softly to the sky.

“Please. More slowly. Legato, not agitato.”

And the tree and the creatures within the tree obeyed.

Agitato ceased.

Legato prevailed.


The Small - Town Plaza :
What Life Is All About 
by 
Ray Bradbury

In Mexico, in any small-town plaza every Thursday and Sunday night with the band playing and the weather mild, the boys walk this way, the girls walk that, around and around, and the mothers and fathers sit on iron - scrolled benches and watch. 
In Paris, with miserable weather, in thousands of outdoor drinking and eating places, the generations gather to talk and stare. 
Even this late in the century in many crossroad-country-junction American towns, Saturday night finds pumpkin boy rolling in from farms to hold up cigar storefronts with their shoulders and paw the sidewalk with their hooves as the girls go laughing by. 
Which is what life is all about. 
Gathering and staring is one of the great pastimes in the countries of the world. But not in Los Angeles. We have forgotten how to gather. So we have forgotten how to stare. 
And we forgot not because we wanted to, but because, by fluke or plan, we were pushed off the familiar sidewalks or banned from the old places. Change crept up on us as we slept. We are lemmings in slow motion now, with no nowhere to go. 
How did we lose it all? How can we bring it back? 
Well, I have plan for a whole city block where we might meet as in the old days, and walk and shop and sit and talk and simply stare. 
And not just one block. But 80 or 90 city blocks spread over the entire freeway - junket-run of all 80 or 90 of the separate lonely Ohio - Illinois - Kansas - style towns, which is what Los Angeles truly is. 
But to show you my L.A. tomorrow, I must first show you what L.A. was like when I grew up here. 
In the thirties, with TV unborn, you listened to radio or walked to the movies. Who could afford a car? No one. And, going to the movies, you stopped at the sweet shop next door for candy and popcorn, and after the show you came back to the same sweet shop for a malt or the corner drugstore for a Coke, and you lolled at those soda fountains until midnight with all your friends. 
For, you see, in those days there a microscopic community in every neighborhood: the theatre, the sweet shop, the drugstore fountain. Your friends? Why, they were always there! 
Well, that dear drugstore and its hissing fount, through economics, has vanished. The few that are left have no fountains at all. the few with fountains close at six each night. The sweet shop? That was shot dead when theatre installed their own lobby popcorn and candy stalls. 
So, there go two of your most important social halls. Today, 50 years later, as if by proclamation, we have all been told: Move On! So we climb in our cars. We drive … and drive … and drive …and come home blind with exhaustion. We have seen nothing, nor have been seen. Our total experience? Six waved hands, a thousand blurred faces, seventeen Volkswagen rears and some ripe curses from a Porsche and MG behind. 
And when we do occasionally get somewhere, the Strip, or Hollywood Boulevard, what do we find? Ten thousand other Dante’s Inferno Souls, locked in immovable ice floes ahead, irritably inhaling, unwanted by them selves and the traffic police. So the exasperated madness and the inhumanity grow. 
Where can we go that isn’t home? What can we see that isn’t TV? 
Here is my remedy. A vast, dramatically planned city block. One to start with. 
Later on, one more for each of 80 towns in L.A.. 
My block would be a gathering place for each population nucleus. A place where, by irresistible design and purpose, of such a block, people would be tempted to linger, loiter, stay, rather than fly off in their chairs to already overcrowded places. 
Let me peel my ideal shopping center an onion: 
At the exact center: a round bandstand or stage. 
Surrounding this, a huge conversation pit. Enough tables and chairs so that four hundred people can sit out under the stars drinking coffee or Cokes. 
Around this, in turn, would be laid the mosaics of a huge plaza walk where more hundreds might stroll at their leisure to see and be seen. 
Surrounding the entirety, an immense quadrangle of three dozen shop and stores, all facing the central plaza, the conversation pit, the bandstand. 
At the four corners of the block, four theatres. One for new films. A second for classic old pictures. A third to house live drama, one-act plays, or, on occasion, lectures. The fourth theatre would be a coffee house for rock-folk groups. Each theatre would be hold between three hundred and five hundred people. 
With the theatres as dramatic environment, let’s nail down the other shops facing the plaza: Pizza parlor. Malt shop. Delicatessen. Hamburger joint. Candy shop. Spaghetti cafe … 
But, more important, what other kinds of shops are most delicious in our lives? When browsing and brooding, what’s the most fun? 
Stationary shop? Good. Most of us love rambling among the bright papers in such stores. 
Hardware shops? Absolutely. That’s where men rummage happily, prowling through the million bright objects to be hauled for use some other year. 
Two bookstores, now. Why not three? 
One for hard covers, one for paperbacks and the third to be an old and rare bookseller’s crypt, properly floundered in dust and half-light. This last should have a real fire-hearth at its center where, on cool nights, six easy chairs could be drawn about for idling bookmen / students in stance with Byron’s ghost, bricked in by thousands of ancient and honorable tomes. Such a shop must not only spell age but sound of its conversation. 
How about an art supply shop? Fine! Paints, turpentines, brushes, the whole lovely smelling works. Next door? An art gallery, of course, with low- and high - price ranges for every purse! 
A record shop, yes? Yes. They’ve proven themselves all over our city, staying open nights. 
What about a leather shop, and a tobacconist’s … but make your own list from here on! The other dozen or two dozen shops should be all shapes, sizes and concepts. A toy shop. A magic shop, perhaps, with a resident magician. 
And, down a small dark cob-webbed alley a ramshackle spook theatre with only 90 seats where every day and every night a different old horror film would scuttle itself spider-wise across a faintly yellow parchment-screen … 

There you have my remedy. There’s my plan to cure all your urban ills. 
Good grief! You cry, what’s so new about that? 
Nothing, I replay, sadly. It’s so old it now must become new again. Once it was everywhere in some form. Now it must be thought of and born all over again. 
It has existed in the arcades surrounding St. Mark’s Square in Venice, Italy, for more than five hundred years. It exists in the Galleria in Milan where, one hundred years ago Mark Twain fell in love with it and wanted to stay on forever at its "tables all over these marble streets, people sitting at them, eating, drinking, smoking -- crowds of other people strolling by -- such is the Arcade. I should like to live in it all my life. The windows of the sumptuous restaurant stand open, and one dines and enjoys the passing show." 
If we could summon Mark Twain back from the dead he might well point out, ironically, that we already have many such plazas in Los Angeles, which have languished and fallen into disuse. We have forgotten why Pershing Square and the Olvera Street Plaza were built: as center about which to perambulate souls and refresh existence. 
Life really begins at dusk in Rome. In the blue hour, and late on through the idle evening, shopping continues, mixed with time to wander, linger, sit and stare. 
The Plaza I have constructed here should never be built unless it opens for business at three each afternoon. Week nights it should stay open until at least 11:30. Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights the closing hour should be 1 or 2 a.m.. 
Will this take some real doing? Yes. Because your average small American businessman is locked into a nine to five schedule. No news hours are worth considering. So, thousands of new customers are ignored and your small business flounders for seemingly inexplicable reasons. 
Your small businessman has many reasons to affiliate himself in such as amiable environmental plaza as the one I propose, where he will be guaranteed a fresh river of pedestrians every hour. And being situated on the north, south, east or west side of the plaza will not affect his business by so much as a cent. 
Bring this small businessman in, into this effort to recenter our live. Give the community back to the community, to build a base for young and old, and discourage the endless miles of mindless driving as millions of people pass other millions looking for Somewhere To Go. 
But, the Somewhere To Go will only work, I repeat, if it opens late and closes late. 
Which brings us round to a final description of my Plaza: 

Bandstand at the center on which local talent can sing and play. 
Four hundred or five hundred chains surrounding the bandstand, where people can sit all night, under the heavens. In winter, such as it is in California, outdoor heating can be installed. 
Around this, the great pedestrian treadway. On this, real people actually working! 
And around them, in turn, the shops, the theatre. 
Underneath: parking. Or the next block over, hidden, for God’s sake, behind bushes and trees. 

Final points: 

In all eating places, plenty of booths facing each other, for conviviality. Too many places, like Baskin - Robbins, have sits lined up against the wall. The message implied is: So Long. Get Away. Goodbye. 
Again: better a small businessman working ‘till midnight than a small businessman bankrupt and relief. 

If you can’t build a large plaza, build a small one with just one or two theatre and a dozen shops. The must important element that remain constant is the center, the conversation pit, the plaza walk - around concourse where people know, are absolutely sure if they bother to go, they will se someone they knew from junior high school, college or some neighborhood area. 
Let’s start with one plaza such as this, and build more. Needless to say, the ones that follow must not duplicate the first in texture or color or sense of drama. 
Just as in the great cities of the world, there is only one Eiffel Tower for Paris, one Tower of London, one St. Peter’s for Rome, so, on a lesser level, each plaza in all 80 lost and needful Los Angeles small town should in some way strike individual chords of the backgrounds they arise from. In West Hollywood, of course, you would let the crazy fine Greenwich Village spirit that runs wild there work your design for you. 
We have been yelling for years against the Orwellian world 1984, and at the same time have been busy building such a world and walling ourselves in. 
Now we must remember that drama and theatre are not special and separate and private things in our lives. They are the true stuff of living, the heart and soul of any city. It follows we must begin to provide architectural stages upon which our vast population can act out their lives. 
The hour grows late. We must give us back to ourselves. 
For what finer gift is there in all the world? 

 



The Witch Door




1995
It was a pounding on a door, a furious, frantic, insistent pounding, born of hysteria and fear and a great desire to be heard, to be freed, to be let loose, to escape. It was a wrenching at hidden paneling, it was a hollow knocking, a rapping, a testing, a clawing! It was a scratching at hollow boards, a ripping at bedded nails; it was a muffled closet shouting and demanding, far away, and a call to be noticed, followed by a silence.

The silence was the most empty and terrible of all. Robert and Martha Webb sat up in bed.

“Did you hear it?”

“Yes, again.”

“Downstairs.”

Now whoever it was who had pounded and rapped and made his fingers raw, drawn blood with his fever and quest to be free, had drawn into silence, listening himself to see if his terror and drumming had summoned any help.

The winter night lay through the house with a falling-snow silence, silence snowing into every room, drifting over tables and floors, and banking up the stairwell.

Then the pounding started again. And then:

A sound of soft crying.

“Downstairs.”

“Someone in the house.”

“Lotte, do you think? The front door’s unlocked.”

“She’d have knocked. Can’t be Lotte.”

“She’s the only one it could be. She phoned.”

They both glanced at the phone. If you lifted the receiver, you heard a winter stillness. The phones were dead. They had died days ago with the riots in the nearest towns and cities. Now, in the receiver, you heard only your own heart-beat. “Can you put me up?” Lone had cried from six hundred miles away. “Just overnight?”

But before they could answer her, the phone had filled itself with long miles of silence.

“Lotte is coming. She sounded hysterical. That might be her,” said Martha Webb.

“No,” said Robert. “I heard that crying other nights, too. Dear God.”

They lay in the cold room in this farmhouse back in the Massachusetts wilderness, back from the main roads, away from the towns, near a bleak river and a black forest. It was the frozen middle of December. The white smell of snow cut the air.

They arose. With an oil lamp lit, they sat on the edge of the bed as if dangling their legs over a precipice.

“There’s no one downstairs, there can’t be.”

“Whoever it is sounds frightened.”

“We’re all frightened, damn it. That’s why we came out here, to be away from cities, riots, all that damned foolishness. No more wiretaps, arrests, taxes, neurotics. Now when we find it at last, people call and upset us. And tonight this, Christ!” He glanced at his wife. “You afraid?”

“I don’t know. I don’t believe in ghosts. This is 1999; I’m sane. Or like to think I am. Where’s your gun?”

“We won’t need it. Don’t ask me why, but we won’t.” They picked up their oil lamps. In another month the small power plant would be finished in the white barns behind the house and there’d be power to spare, but now they haunted the farm, coming and going with dim lamps or candles.

They stood at the stairwell, both thirty-three, both immensely practical.

The crying, the sadness, and the plea came from below in the winter rooms.

“She sounds so damned sad,” said Robert. “God, I’m sorry for her, but don’t even know who it is. Come on.”

They went downstairs.

As if hearing their footsteps, the crying grew louder. There was a dull thudding against a hidden panel somewhere.

“The Witch Door!” said Martha Webb at last.

“Can’t be.”

“Is.”

They stood in the long hall looking at that place under the stairs, where the panels trembled faintly. But now the cries faded, as if the crier was exhausted, or something had diverted her, or perhaps their voices had startled her and she was listening for them to speak again. Now the winter-night house was silent and the man and wife waited with the oil lamps quietly fuming in their hands.

Robert Webb stepped to the Witch Door and touched it, probing for the hidden button, the secret spring. “There can’t be anyone in there,” he said. “My God, we’ve been here six months, and that’s just a cubby. Isn’t that what the Realtor said when he sold the place? No one could hide in there and us not know it. We-”

“Listen!”

They listened.

Nothing.

“She’s gone, it’s gone, whatever it was, hell, that door hasn’t been opened in our lifetime. Everyone’s forgotten where the spring is that unlocks it. I don’t think there is a door, only a loose panel, and rats’ nests, that’s all. The walls, scratching. Why not?” He turned to look at his wife, who was staring at the hidden place.

“Silly,” she said. “Good Lord, rats don’t cry. That was a voice, asking to be saved. Lotte, I thought. But now I know it wasn’t she, but someone else in as much trouble.”

Martha Webb reached out and trembled her fingertips along the beveled edge of ancient maple. “Can’t we open it?”

“With a crowbar and hammer, tomorrow.”

“Oh, Robert!”

“Don’t ‘Oh, Robert’ me. I’m tired.”

“You can’t leave her in there to-”

“She’s quiet now. Christ, I’m exhausted. I’ll come down at the crack of dawn and knock the damned thing apart, okay?”

“All right,” she said, and tears came to her eyes.

“Women,” said Robert Webb. “Oh, my God, you and Lotte, Lotte and you. If she is coming here, if she makes it, I’ll have a houseful of lunatics!”

“Lotte’s fine!”

“Sure, but she should keep her mouth shut. It doesn’t pay now to say you’re Socialist, Democrat, Libertarian, Pro-Life Abortionist, Sinn Fein Fascist, Commie, any damn thing. The towns are bombed out. People are looking for scapegoats and Lotte has to shoot from the hip, get herself smeared and now, hell, on the run.”

“They’ll jail her if they catch her. Or kill her, yes, kill her. We’re lucky to be here with our own food. Thank God we planned ahead, we saw it coming, the starvation, the massacres. We helped ourselves. Now we help Lone if she makes it through.”

Without answering, he turned to the stairs. “I’m dead on my feet. I’m tired of saving anyone. Even Lotte. But hell, if she comes through the front door, she’s saved.”

They went up the stairs taking the lamps, advancing in an ever-moving aura of trembling white glow. The house was as silent as snow falling. “God,” he whispered. “Damn, I don’t like women crying like that.”

It sounded like the whole world crying, he thought. The whole world dying and needing help and lonely, but what can you do? Live in a farm like this? Far off the main highway where people don’t pass, away from all the stupidity and death? What can you do?

They left one of the lamps lit and drew the covers over their bodies and lay, listening to the wind hit the house and creak the beams and parquetry.

A moment later there was a cry from downstairs, a splintering crash, the sound of a door flung wide, a bursting out of air, footsteps rapping all the rooms, a sobbing, almost an exultation, then the front door banged open, the winter wind blowing wildly in, footsteps across the front porch and gone.

“There!” cried Martha. “Yes!”

With the lamp they were down the stairs swiftly. Wind smothered their faces as they turned now toward the Witch Door, opened wide, still on its hinges, then toward the front door where they cast their light out upon a snowing winter darkness and saw nothing but white and hills, no moon, and in the lamplight the soft drift and moth-flicker of snowflakes falling from the sky to the mattressed yard.

“Gone,” she whispered.

“Who?”

“We’ll never know, unless she comes back.”

“She won’t. Look.”

They moved the lamplight toward the white earth and the tiny footprints going off, across the softness, toward the dark forest.

“It was a woman, then. But… why?”

“God knows. Why anything, now in this crazy world?” They stood looking at the footprints a long while until, shivering, they moved back through the hall to the open Witch Door. They poked the lamp into this hollow under the stairs.

“Lord, it’s just a cell, hardly a closet, and look…”

Inside stood a small rocking chair, a braided rug, a used candle in a copper holder, and an old, worn Bible. The place smelled of must and moss and dead flowers.

“Is this where they used to hide people?”

“Yes. A long time back they hid people called witches. Trials, witch trials. They hung or burned some.”

“Yes, yes,” they both murmured, staring into the incredibly small cell.

“And the witches hid here while the hunters searched the house and gave up and left?”

“Yes, oh, my God, yes,” he whispered.

“Rob

”Yes?”

She bent forward. Her face was pale and she could not look away from the small, worn rocking chair and the faded Bible.

“Rob. How old? This house, how old?”

“Maybe three hundred years.

“That old?”

“Why?”

“Crazy. Stupid . .

“Crazy?”

“Houses, old like this. All the years. And more years and more after that. God, feel! If you put your hand in, yes? Would you feel it change, silly, and what if I sat in that rocking chair and shut the door, what? That woman… how long was she in there? How’d she get there? From way, way back. Wouldn’t it be strange?”

”Bull!”

“But if you wanted to run away badly enough, wished for it, prayed for it, and people ran after you, and someone hid you in a place like this, a witch behind a door, and heard the searchers run through the house, closer and closer, wouldn’t you want to get away? Anywhere? To another place? Why not another time? And then, in a house like this, a house so old nobody knows, if you wanted and asked for it enough, couldn’t you run to another year! Maybe”-she paused-“here… ?”

“No, no,” he muttered. “Really stupid!”

But still, some quiet motion within the closeted space caused both, at almost the same instant, to hold their hands out on the air, curious, like people testing invisible waters. The air seemed to move one way and then another, now warm, now cold, with a pulsation of light and a sudden turning toward dark. All this they thought but could not say. There was weather here, now a quick touch of summer and then a winter cold, which could not be, of course, but there it was. Passing along their fingertips, but unseen by their eyes, a stream of shadows and sun ran as invisible as time itself, clear as crystal, but clouded by a shifting dark. Both felt if they thrust their hands deep, they might be drawn in to drown in a mighty storm of seasons within an incredibly small space. All this, too, they thought or almost felt but could not say.

They seized their frozen but sunburned hands back, to stare down and hold them against the panic in their breasts.

“Damn,” whispered Robert Webb. “Oh, damn!” He backed off and went to open the front door again and look at the snowing night where the footprints had almost vanished.

“No” he said. “No, no.”

Just then the yellow flash of headlights on the road braked in front of the house.

“Lotte!” cried Martha Webb. “It must be! Lotte!” The car lights went out. They ran to meet the running woman half up the front yard.

“Lotte!”

The woman, wild-eyed, hair windblown, threw herself at them.

“Martha, Bob! God, I thought I’d never find you! Lost! I’m being followed, let’s get inside. Oh, I didn’t mean to get you up in the middle of the night, it’s good to see you! Jesus! Hide the car! Here are the keys!”

Robert Webb ran to drive the car behind the house. When he came back around he saw that the heavy snowfall was already covering the tracks.

Then the three of them were inside the house, talking, holding onto each other. Robert Webb kept glancing at the front door.

“I can’t thank you,” cried Lotte, huddled in a chair. “You’re at risk! I won’t stay long, a few hours until it’s safe. Then ..

“Stay as long as you want.”

“No. They’ll follow! In the cities, the fires, the murders, everyone starving, I stole gas. Do you have more? Enough to get me to Phil Merdith’s in Greenborough? I-”

“Lotte,” said Robert Webb.

“Yes?” Lotte stopped, breathless.

“Did you see anyone on your way up here? A woman? Running on the road?”

“What? I drove so fast! A woman? Yes! I almost hit her. Then she was gone! Why?”

”Well . .

“She’s not dangerous?”

“No, no.”

“It is all right, my being here?”

“Yes, fine, fine. Sit back. We’ll fix some coffee-”

“Wait! I’ll check!” And before they could stop her, Lotte ran to the front door, opened it a crack, and peered out. They stood with her and saw distant headlights flourished over a low hill and gone into a valley. “They’re coming,” whispered Lotte. “They might search here. God, where can I hide?”

Martha and Robert glanced at each other.

No, no, thought Robert Webb. God, no! Preposterous, unimaginable, fantastic, so damned coincidental the mind raves at it, crows, hoots, guffaws! No, none of this! Get oft’ circumstance! Get away with your goings and comings on not neat, or too neat, schedules. Come back, Lotte, in ten years, five years, maybe a year, a month, a week, and ask to hide. Even tomorrow show up! But don’t come with coincidence in each hand like idiot children and ask, only half an hour after one terror, one miracle, to test our disbelief! I’m not, after all, Charles Dickens, to blink and let this pass.

“What’s wrong?” said Lotte.

“I-” said Robert.

“No place to hide me?”

“Yes,” he said. “We’ve a place.”

“Well?”

“Here.” He turned slowly away, stunned.

They walked down the hall to the half-open paneling.

“This?” Lotte said. “Secret? Did you-7”

“No’ it’s been here since the house was built long ago.” Lotte touched and moved the door on its hinges. “Does it work? Will they know where to look and find it?”

“No. It’s beautifully made. Shut, you can’t tell it’s there.” Outside in the winter night, cars rushed, their beams flashing up the road, across the house windows.

Lotte peered into the Witch Door as one peers down a deep, lonely well.

A filtering of dust moved about her. The small rocking chair trembled.

Moving in silently, Lotte touched the half-burned candle.

“Why, it’s still warm!”

Martha and Robert said nothing. They held to the Witch Door, smelling the odor of warm tallow.

Lotte stood rigidly in the little space, bowing her head beneath the beamed ceiling.

A horn blew in the snowing night. Lotte took a deep breath and said, “Shut the door.”

They shut the Witch Door. There was no way to tell that a door was there.

They blew out the lamp and stood in the cold, dark house, waiting.

The cars rushed down the road, their noise loud, and their yellow headlights bright in the falling snow. The wind stirred the footprints in the yard, one pair going out, another coming in, and the tracks of Lotte’s car fast vanishing, and at last gone.

“Thank God,” whispered Martha.

The cars, honking, whipped around the last bend and down the hill and stopped, waiting, looking in at the dark house. Then, at last, they started up away into the snow and the hills.

Soon their lights were gone and their sound gone with them.

“We were lucky,” said Robert Webb.

“But she’s not.”

“She?”

“That woman, whoever she was, ran out of here. They’ll find here. Some body’ll find her.”

“Christ, that’s right.”

“And she has no I.D., no proof of herself. And she doesn’t know what’s happened to her. And when she tells them who she is and where she came from!”

“Yes, yes.”

“God help her.”

They looked into the snowing night but saw nothing. Everything was still. “You can’t escape,” she said. “No matter what you do, no one can escape.”

They moved away from the window and down the hall to the Witch Door and touched it.

“Lotte,” they called.

The Witch Door did not tremble or move. “Lotte, you can come out now.” There was no answer; not a breath or a whisper. Robert tapped the door. “Hey in there.” “Lotte!”

He knocked at the paneling, his mouth agitated. “Lotte!”

“Open it!”

“I’m trying, damn it!”

“Lotte, we’ll get you out, wait! Everything’s all right!” 

He beat with both fists, cursing. Then he said, “Watch

out!” took a step back, raised his leg, kicked once, twice, three times; vicious kicks at the paneling that crunched holes and crumbled wood into kindling. He reached in and yanked the entire paneling free. “Lotte!”

They leaned together into the small place under the stairs. The candle flickered on the small table. The Bible was

gone. The small rocking chair moved quietly back and forth, in little arcs, and then stood still.

“Lotte!”

They stared at the empty room. The candle flickered.

“Lotte,” they said.

“You don’t believe .

“I don’t know. Old houses are old… old..

“You think Lotte… she… ?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know.”

“Then she’s safe at least, safe! Thank God!”

“Safe? Where’s she gone? You really think that? A woman in new clothes, red lipstick, high heels, short skirt, perfume, plucked brows, diamond rings, silk stockings, safe? Safe!” he said, staring deep into the open frame of the Witch Door.

“Yes, safe. Why not?”

He drew a deep breath.

“A woman of that description, lost in a town called Salem in the year 1680?”

He reached over and shut the Witch Door.

They sat waiting by it for the rest of the long, cold night.



Bug
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Looking back now, I can’t remember a time when Bug wasn’t dancing. Bug is short for jitterbug and, of course, those were the days in the late thirties, our final days in high school and our first days out in the vast world looking for work that didn’t exist when jitterbugging was all the rage. And I can remember Bug (his real name was Bert Bagley, which shortens to Bug nicely), during a jazz-band blast at our final aud-call for our high school senior class, suddenly leaping up to dance with an invisible partner in the middle of the front aisle of the auditorium. That brought the house down. You never heard such a roar or such applause. The bandleader, stricken with Bug’s oblivious joy, gave an encore and Bug did the same and we all exploded. After that the band played “Thanks for the Memory” and we all sang it, with tears pouring down our cheeks. Nobody in all the years after could forget: Bug dancing in the aisle, eyes shut, hands out to grasp his invisible girlfriend, his legs not connected to his body, just his heart, all over the place. When it was over, nobody, not even the band, wanted to leave. We just stood there in the world Bug had made, hating to go out into that other world that was waiting for us.

It was about a year later when Bug saw me on the street and stopped his roadster and said come on along to my place for a hot dog and a Coke, and I jumped in and we drove over with the top down and the wind really hitting us and Bug talking and talking at the top of his lungs, about life and the times and what he wanted to show me in his front parlor-front parlor, hell, dining room, kitchen, and bedroom.

What was it he wanted me to see?

Trophies. Big ones, little ones, solid gold and silver and brass trophies with his name on them. Dance trophies. I mean they were everywhere, on the floor by his bed, on the kitchen sink, in the bathroom, but in the parlor, especially, they had settled like a locust plague. There were so many of them on the mantel, and in bookcases instead of books, and on the floor, you had to wade through, kicking some over as you went. They totaled, he said, tilting his head back and counting inside his eyelids, to about three hundred and twenty prizes, which means grabbing onto a trophy almost every night in the past year.

“All this,” I gasped, “just since we left high school?”

“Ain’t I the cat’s pajamas?” Bug cried.

“You’re the whole darned department store! Who was your partner, all those nights?”

“Not partner, partners,” Bug corrected. “Three hundred, give or take a dozen, different women on three hundred different nights.”

“Where do you find three hundred women, all talented, all good enough, to win prizes?”

“They weren’t talented or all good,” said Bug, glancing around at his collection. “They were just ordinary, good, every-night dancers. I won the prizes. I made them good. And when we got Out there dancing, we cleared the floor.

Everyone else stopped, to watch us there out in the middle of nowhere, and we never stopped.”

He paused, blushed, and shook his head. “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to brag.”

But he wasn’t bragging. I could see. He was just telling the truth.

“You want to know how this all started?” said Bug, handing over a hot dog and a Coke.

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “I know.”

“How could you?” said Bug, looking me over.

“The last aud-call at L.A. High, I think they played ‘Thanks for the Memory,’ but just before that-”

” ‘Roll Out the Barrel’-”

“-‘the Barrel,’ yes, and there you were in front of God and everyone, jumping.”

“I never stopped,” said Bug, eyes shut, back in those

years. “Never,” he said, “stopped.”

“You got your life all made,” I said.

“Unless,” said Bug, “something happens.”

What happened was, of course, the war.

Looking back, I remember that in that last year in school, sap that I was, I made up a list of my one hundred and sixty-five best friends. Can you imagine that? One hundred and sixty-five, count ‘em, best friends! It’s a good thing I never showed that list to anyone. I would have been hooted out of school.

Anyway, the war came and went and took with it a couple dozen of those listed friends and the rest just disappeared into holes in the ground or went east or wound up in Malibu or Fort Lauderdale. Bug was on that list, but I didn’t figure out I didn’t really know him until half a lifetime later. By that time I was down to half a dozen pals or women I might turn to if I needed, and it was then, walking down Hollywood Boulevard one Saturday afternoon, I heard someone call:

“How about a hot dog and a Coke?”

Bug, I thought without turning. And that’s who it was, standing on the Walk of Stars with his feet planted on Mary Pickford and Ricardo Cortez just behind and Jimmy Stewart just ahead. Bug had taken off some hair and put on some weight, but it was Bug and I was overjoyed, perhaps too much, and showed it, for he seemed embarrassed at my enthusiasm. I saw then that his suit was not half new enough and his shirt frayed, but his tie was neatly tied and he shook my hand off and we popped into a place where we stood and had that hot dog and that Coke.

“Still going to be the world’s greatest writer?” said Bug.

“Working at it,” I said.

“You’ll get there,” said Bug and smiled, meaning it. “You were always good.”

“So were you,” I said.

That seemed to pain him slightly, for he stopped chewing for a moment and took a swig of Coke. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I surely was.”

“God,” I said, “I can still remember the day I saw all those trophies for the first time. What a family! Whatever-?”

Before I could finish asking, he gave the answer.

“Put ‘em in storage, some. Some wound up with my first wife. Goodwill got the rest.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, and truly was.

Bug looked at me steadily. “How come you’re sorry?”

“Hell, I dunno,” I said. “It’s just, they seemed such a part of you. I haven’t thought of you often the last few years or so, to be honest, but when I do, there you are knee-deep in all those cups and mugs in your front room, out in the kitchen, hell, in your garage!”

“I’ll be damned,” said Bug. “What a memory you got.”

We finished our Cokes and it was almost time to go. I couldn’t help myself, even seeing that Bug had fleshed himself out over the years.

“When-” I started to say, and stopped.

“When what?” said Bug.

“When,” I said with difficulty, “when was the last time you danced?”

“Years,” said Bug.

“But how long ago?”

“Ten years. Fifteen. Maybe twenty. Yeah, twenty. I don’t dance anymore.”

“I don’t believe that. Bug not dance? Nuts.”

“Truth. Gave my fancy night-out shoes to the Goodwill, too. Can’t dance in your socks.”

“Can, and barefoot, too!”

Bug had to laugh at that. “You’re really something. Well, it’s been nice.” He started edging toward the door. “Take care, genius-”

“Not so fast.” I walked him out into the light and he was looking both ways as if there were heavy traffic. “You know one thing I never saw and wanted to see? You bragged about it, said you took three hundred ordinary girls out on the dance floor and turned them into Ginger Rogers inside three minutes. But I only saw you once at that aud-call in ‘38, so I don’t believe you.”

“What?” said Bug. “You saw the trophies!”

“You could have had those made up,” I pursued, looking at his wrinkled suit and frayed shirt cuffs. “Anyone can go in a trophy shop and buy a cup and have his name put on it!”

“You think I did that?” cried Bug.

“I think that, yes!”

Bug glanced out in the street and back at me and back in the street and back to me, trying to decide which way to run or push or shout.

“What’s got into you?” said Bug. “Why’re you talking like that?”

“God, I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s just, we might not meet again and I’ll never have the chance, or you to prove it. I’d like, after all this time, to see what you talked about. I’d love to see you dance again, Bug.”

“Naw,” said Bug. “I’ve forgotten how.”

“Don’t hand me that. You may have forgotten, but the rest of you knows how. Bet you could go down to the Ambassador Hotel this afternoon, they still have tea dances there, and clear the floor, just like you said. After you’re out there nobody else dances, they all stop and look at you and her just like thirty years ago.”

“No,” said Bug, backing away but coming back. “No, no.”

“Pick a stranger, any girl, any woman, out of the crowd, lead her out, hold her in your arms and just skim her around as if you were on ice and dream her to Paradise.”

“If you write like that, you’ll never sell,” said Bug.

“Bet you, Bug.”

“I don’t bet.”

“All right, then. Bet you you can’t. Bet you, By God, that you’ve lost your stuff!”

“Now, hold on,” said Bug.

“I mean it. Lost your stuff forever, for good. Bet you. Wanna bet?”

Bug’s eyes took on a peculiar shine and his face was flushed. “How much?”

“Fifty bucks!”

“I don’t have-”

“Thirty bucks, then. Twenty! You can afford to lose that, can’t you?”

“Who says I’d lose, dammit?”

“I say. Twenty. Is it a deal?”

“You’re throwing your money away.”

“No, I’m a sure winner, because you can’t dance worth shoats and shinola!”

“Where’s your money?” cried Bug, incensed now.

“Here!”

“Where’s your car!?”

“I don’t own a car. Never learned to drive. Where’s yours?”

“Sold it! Jesus, no cars. How do we get to the tea dance!?” We got. We grabbed a cab and I paid and, before Bug could relent, dragged him through the hotel lobby and into the ballroom. It was a nice summer afternoon, so nice that the room was filled with mostly middle-aged men and their wives, a few younger ones with their girlfriends, and some kids out of college who looked out of place, embarrassed by the mostly old-folks music out of another time. We got the last table and when Bug opened his mouth for one last protest, I put a straw in it and helped him nurse a marguerita.

“Why are you doing this?” he protested again.

“Because you were just one of one hundred sixty-five close friends!” I said.

“We were never friends,” said Bug.

“Well, today, anyway. There’s ‘Moonlight Serenade.’ Always liked that, never danced myself, clumsy fool. On your feet, Bug!”

He was on his feet, swaying.

“Who do you pick?” I said. “You cut in on a couple? Or there’s a few wallflowers over there, a tableful of women. I dare you to pick the least likely and give her lessons, yes?”

That did it. Casting me a glance of the purest scorn, he charged off half into the pretty teatime dresses and immaculate men, searching around until his eyes lit on a table where a woman of indeterminate age sat, hands folded, face thin and sickly pale, half hidden under a wide-brimmed hat, looking as if she were waiting for someone who never came.

That one, I thought.

Bug glanced from her to me. I nodded. And in a moment he was bowing at her table and a conversation ensued. It seemed she didn’t dance, didn’t know how to dance, didn’t want to dance. Ah, yes, he seemed to be saying. Ah, no, she seemed to reply. Bug turned, holding her hand, and gave me a long stare and a wink. Then, without looking at her, he raised her by her hand and arm and out, with a seamless glide, onto the floor.

What can I say, how can I tell? Bug, long ago, had never bragged, but only told the truth. Once he got hold of a girl, she was weightless. By the time he had whisked and whirled and glided her once around the floor, she almost took off, it seemed he had to hold her down, she was pure gossamer, the closest thing to a hummingbird held in the hand so you cannot feel its weight but only sense its heartbeat sounding to your touch, and there she went out and around and back, with Bug guiding and moving, enticing and retreating, and not fifty anymore, no, but eighteen, his body remembering what his mind thought it had long forgotten, for his body was free of the earth now, too. He carried himself, as he carried her, with that careless insouciance of a lover who knows what will happen in the next hour and the night soon following.

And it happened, just like he said. Within a minute, a minute and a half at most, the dance floor cleared. As Bug and his stranger lady whirled by with a glance, every couple on the floor stood still. The bandleader almost forgot to keep time with his baton, and the members of the orchestra, in a similar trance, leaned forward over their instruments to see Bug and his new love whirl and turn without touching the floor.

When the “Serenade” ended, there was a moment of stillness and then an explosion of applause. Bug pretended it was all for the lady, and helped her curtsy and took her to her table, where she sat, eyes shut, not believing what had happened. By that time Bug was on the floor again, with one of the wives he borrowed from the nearest table. This time, no one even went out on the floor. Bug and the borrowed wife filled it around and around, and this time even Bug’s eyes were shut.

I got up and put twenty dollars on the table where he might find it. After all, he had won the bet, hadn’t he?

Why had I done it? Well, I couldn’t very well have left him out in the middle of the high school auditorium aisle dancing alone, could I?

On my way out I looked back. Bug saw me and waved, his eyes as brimmed full as mine. Someone passing whispered, “Hey, come on, look it this guy!”

God, I thought, he’ll be dancing all night.

Me, I could only walk.

And I went out and walked until I was fifty again and the sun was going down and the low June fog was coming in early over old Los Angeles.

That night, just before going to sleep, I wished that in the morning when Bug woke up he would find the floor around his bed covered with trophies.

Or at the very least he would turn and find a quiet and understanding trophy with her head on his pillow, near enough to touch.
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Good evening. Welcome. I see you have my invitation in your hands. Decided to be brave, did you? Fine. Here we are Grab onto this.”

The tall, handsome stranger with the heavenly eyes and the impossibly blond hair handed me a wineglass.

“Clean your palate,” he said.

I took the glass and read the label on the bottle he held in his left hand. Bordeaux, it read. St. Emilion.

“Go on,” said my host. “It’s not poison. May I sit? And might you drink?”

“I might,” I sipped, shut my eyes, and smiled. “You’re a connoisseur. This is the best I’ve had in years. But why this wine and why the invitation? What am I doing here at Gray’s Anatomy Bar and Grill?”

My host sat and filled his own glass. “I am doing a favor to myself. This is a great night, perhaps for both of us. Greater than Christmas or Halloween.” His lizard tongue darted into his wine to vanish back into his contentment. “We celebrate my being honored, at last becoming-”

He exhaled it all out:

“Becoming,” he said, “a friend to Dorian! Dorian’s friend. Me!”

“Ah.” I laughed. “That explains the name of this place, then? Does Dorian own Gray’s Anatomy?”

“More! Inspires and rules over it. And deservedly so.”

“You make it sound as if being a friend to Dorian is the most important thing in the world.”

“No! In life! In all of life.” He rocked back and forth, drunk not from the wine but from some inner joy. “Guess.”

“At what?”

“How old I am!”

“You look to be twenty-nine at the most.”

“Twenty-nine. What a lovely sound. Not thirty, forty, or fifty, but-”

I said, “I hope you’re not going to ask what sign I was born under. I usually leave when people ask that. I was born on the cusp, August, 1920.” I pretended to half rise. He pressed a gentle hand to my lapel.

“No, no, dear boy-you don’t understand. Look here. And here.” He touched under his eyes and then around his neck. “Look for wrinkles.”

“But you have none,” I said.

“How observant. None. And that is why I have become this very night a fresh, new, stunningly handsome friend to Dorian.”

“I still don’t see the connection.”

“Look at the backs of my hands.” He showed his wrists. “No liver spots. I am not turning to rust. I repeat the question, how old am I?”

I swirled the wine in my glass and studied his reflection in the swirl.

“Sixty?” I guessed. “Seventy?”

“Good God!” He fell back in his chair, astonished. “How did you know?”

“Word association. You’ve been rattling on about Dorian. I know my Oscar Wilde, I know my Dorian Gray, which means you, sir, have a portrait of yourself stashed in an attic aging while you yourself, drinking old wine, stay young.”

“No, no.” The handsome stranger leaned forward. “Not stayed young. Became young. I was old, very old, and it took a year, but the clock went back and after a year of playing at it, I achieved what I set out for.”

“Twenty-nine was your target?”

“How clever you are!”

“And once you became twenty-nine you were fully elected as-”

“A Friend to Dorian! Bulls-eye! But there is no portrait, no attic, no staying young. It’s becoming young again’s the ticket.”

“I’m still puzzled!”

“Child of my heart, you might possibly be another Friend. Come along. Before the greatest revelation, let me show you the far end of the room and some doors.”

He seized my hand. “Bring your wine. You’ll need it!” He hustled me along through the tables in a swiftly filling room of mostly middle-aged and some fairly young men, and a few smoke-exhaling ladies. I jogged along, staring back at the EXIT as if my future life were there.

Before us stood a golden door.

“And behind the door?” I asked.

“What always lies behind any golden door?” my host responded. “Touch.”

I reached out to print the door with my thumb.

“What do you feel?” my host inquired.

“Youngness, youth, beauty.” I touched again. “All the springtimes that ever were or ever will be.”

“Jeez, the man’s a poet. Push.”

We pushed and the golden door swung soundlessly wide.

“Is this where Dorian is?”

“No, no, only his students, his disciples, his almost Friends. Feast your eyes.”

I did as I was told and saw, at the longest bar in the world, a line of men, a lineage of young men, reflecting and re-reflecting each other as in a fabled mirror maze, that illusion seen where mirrors face each other and you find yourself repeated to infinity, large, small, very small, smallest, GONE! The young men were all staring down the long bar at us and then, as if unable to pull their gaze away, at themselves. You could almost hear their cries of appreciation. And with each cry, they grew younger and younger and more splendid and more beautiful…

I gazed upon a tapestry of beauty, a golden phalanx freshly out of the Elysian fields and hills. The gates of mythology swung wide and Apollo and his demi-Apollos glided forth, each more beautiful than the last.

I must have gasped. I heard my host inhale as if he drank my wine.

“Yes, aren’tthey,” he said.

“Come,” whispered my new friend. “Run the gauntlet. Don’t linger; you may find tiger-tears on your sleeve and blood rising. Now.”And he glided, he undulated, me along on his soundless tuxedo slippers, his fingers a pale touch on my elbow, his breath a flower scent too near. I heard myself say:

“It’s been written that H. G. Wells attracted women with his breath, which smelled of honey. Then I learned that such breath comes with illness.”

“How clever. Do I smell of hospitals and medicines?”

“I didn’t mean-”

“Quickly. You’re rare meat in the zoo. Hup, two, three!”

“Hold on,” I said, breathless not from walking fast but from perceiving quickly. “This man, and the next, and the one after that-”

”Yes?!”

“My God,” I said, “they’re almost all the same, look-alikes!”

“Bull’s-eye, halftrue! And the next and the next after that, as far behind as we have gone, as far ahead as we might go. All twenty-nine years old, all golden tan, all six feet tall, white of teeth, bright of eye. Each different but beautiful, like me!”

I glanced at him and saw what I saw around me. Similar but different beauties. So much youngness I was stunned.

“Isn’t it time you told me your name?”

“Dorian.”

“But you said you were his Friend.”

“I am. They are. But we all share his name. This chap here. And the next. Oh, once we had commoner names. Smith and Jones. Harry and Phil. Jimmy and Jake. But then we signed up to become Friends.”

“Is that why I was invited? To sign up?”

“I saw you in a bar across town a year ago, made queries. A year later, you look the proper age-”

“Proper-?”

“Well, aren’t you? Just leaving sixty-nine, arriving at seventy?”

”Well.”

“My God! Are you happy being seventy?”

“It’ll do.”

“Do? Wouldn’t you like to be really happy, steal some wild oats? Sowthem?!”

“That time’s over.”

“It’s not. I asked and you came, curious.

“Curious about what?”

“This.” He bared me his neck again and flexed his pale white wrists. “And all those!” He waved at the fine faces as we passed. “Dorian’s sons. Don’t you want to be gloriously wild and young like them?”

“How can I decide?”

“Lord, you’ve thought of it all night for years. Soon you could be part of this!”

We had reached the far end of the line of men with bronzed faces, white teeth, and breath like H. G. Wells’ scent of honey …

“Aren’t you tempted?” he pursued. “Will you refuse-”

“Immortality?”

“No! To live the next twenty years, die at ninety, and look twenty-nine in the damn tomb! In the mirror over there-what do you see?”

“An old goat among ten dozen fauns.”

“Yes!”

“Where do I sign up?” I laughed.

“Do you accept?”

“No, I need more facts.”

“Damn! Here’s the second door. Get in!”

He swung wide a door, more golden than the first, shoved me, followed, and slammed the door. I stared at darkness.

“What’s this?” I whispered.

“Dorian’s Gym, of course. If you work out here all year, hour by hour, day by day, you get younger.”

“That’s some gym,” I observed, trying to adjust my eyes to the dim areas beyond where shadows tumbled, and voices rustled and whispered. “I’ve heard of gyms that help_keep_ , not make, you young … Now tell me…

“I read your mind. For every old man that became young in there at the bar, is there an attic portrait?”

“Well, is there?”

“No! There’s only Dorian.”

“A single person? Who grows old for all of you?”

“Touche’! Behold his gym!”

I gazed off into a vast high arena where a hundred shadows stirred and moaned like a tide on a terrible shore.

“I think it’s time to leave,” I said.

“Nonsense. Come. No one will see you. They’re all… busy. I am Moses,” said the sweet breath at my elbow. “And I hereby tell the Red Sea to part!” And we moved along a path between two tides, each shadowed, each more terrifying with its gasps, its cries, its slip-pages of flesh, its slapping like waves, its repeated whispers for more, more, ah, God, more!

I ran, but my host grabbed on. “Look right, left, now right again!”

There must have been a hundred, two hundred animals, beasts, no, men wrestling, leaping, falling, rolling in darkness. It was a sea of flesh, undulant, a writhing of limbs on acres of tumbling mats, a glistening of skin, flashes of teeth where men climbed ropes, spun on leather horses, or flung themselves up crossbars to be seized down in the tidal flux of lamentations and muffled cries. I stared across an ocean of rising and falling shapes. My ears were scorched by their bestial moans.

“What, my God,” I exclaimed, “does it all mean?”

“There. See.”

And above the wild turbulence of flesh in a far wall was a great window, forty feet wide and ten feet tall, and behind that cold glass Something watching, savoring, alert, one vast stare.

And over all there was the suction of a great breath, a vast inhalation which pulled at the gymnasium air with a constant hungry and invisible need. As the shadows tumbled and writhed, this inhalation tugged at them and the raw air in my nostrils. Somewhere a huge vacuum machine sucked in darkness but did not exhale. There were long pauses as the shadows flailed and fell, and then another savoring inhalation. It swallowed breath. In, in, always in, devouring the sweaty air, hungering the passions.

And the shadows were pulled, I was pulled, toward that vast glass eye, that immense window behind which a shapeless Something stared to dine on gymnasium airs.

“Dorian?” I guessed.

“Come meet him.”

“Yes, but …” I watched the wild, convulsive shadows. “What are they doing?”

“Go find out. Afraid? Cowards never live. So!”

He swung wide a third door and whether it was golden hot and alive, I could not feel, for suddenly I lurched into a hothouse as the door slammed and was locked by my blond young friend. “Ready?”

“Lord, I must go home!”

“Not until you meet,” said my host, “him.”

He pointed. At first I could see nothing. The lights were dim and the place, like the gymnasium, was mostly shadow. I smelled jungle greens. The air stirred on my face with sensuous strokes. I smelled papaya and mango and the wilted odor of orchids mixed with the salt smells of an unseen tide. But the tide was there with that immense inhaled breathing that rose and was quiet and began again.

“I see no one,” I said.

“Let your eyes adjust. Wait.”

I waited. I watched.

There were no chairs in the room, for there was no need of chairs.

He did not sit, he did not recline, he “prolonged” himself on the largest bed in history. The dimensions might easily have been fifteen feet by twenty. It reminded me of the apartment of a writer I once knew who had completely covered his room with mattresses so that women stumbled on the sill and fell flat out on the springs.

So it was with this nest, with Dorian, immense, a gelatinous skin, a vitreous shape, undulant within that nest.

And if Dorian was male or female, I could not guess. This was a great pudding, an emperor jellyfish, a monstrous heap of sexual gelatin from the exterior of which, on occasion, noxious gases escaped with rubbery sounds; great lips sibilating. That and the sough of that labored pump, that constant inhalation, were the only sounds within the chamber as I stood, anxious, alarmed, but at last impressed by this beached creature, cast up from a dark landfall. The thing was a gelatinous cripple, an octopus without limbs, an amphibian stranded, unable to undulate and seep back to an ocean sewer from which it had inched itself in monstrous waves and gusts of lungs and eruptions of corrupt gas until now it lay, featureless, with a mere x-ray ghost of legs, arms, wrists, and hands with skeletal fingers. At last I could discern, at the far end of this flesh peninsula, what seemed a half-flat face with a frail phantom of skull beneath, an open fissure for an eye, a ravenous nostril, and a red wound which ripped wide to surprise me as a mouth.

And at last this thing, this Dorian, spoke.

Or whispered, or lisped.

And with each lisp, each sibilance, an odor of decay was expelled as if from a vast night-swamp balloon, sunk on its side, lost in fetid water as its unsavory breath rinsed my cheeks. It expelled but one lingering syllable:

Yessss.

Yes what?

And then it added:

Soooo…

“How long … how long,” I murmured, “has it … has he been here?”

“No one knows. When Victoria was Queen? When Booth emptied his makeup kit to load his pistol? When Napoleon yellow-stained the Moscow snows? Forever’s not bad .

What else?”

I swallowed hard. “Is … is he?”

“Dorian? Dorian of the attic? He of the Portrait? And somewhere along the line found portraits not enough? Oil, canvas, no depth. The world needed something that could soak in, sponge the midnight rains, breakfast and lunch on loss, depravity’s guilt. Something to truly take in, drink, digest; a pustule, imperial intestine. A rheum oesophagus for sin. A laboratory plate to take bacterial snows. Dorian.”

The long archipelago of membranous skin flushed some buried tubes and valves, and a semblance of laughter was throttled and drowned in the aqueous gels.

A slit widened to emit gas and again the single word:

Yessss .

“He’s welcoming you!” My host smiled.

“I know, I know,” I said impatiently. “But why? I don’t even want to be here. I’m ill. Why can’t we go?”

“Because”-my host laughed-“you were selected.

“Selected?”

“We’ve had our eye on you.”

“You mean you’ve watched, followed, spied on me? Christ, who gave you permission?”

“Temper, temper. Not everyone is picked.”

“Who said I wanted to be picked!?”

“If you could see yourself as we see you, you’d know why.”

I turned to stare at the vast mound of priapic gelatin in which faint creeks gleamed as the creature wept its lids wide in holes to let it stare. Then all its apertures sealed: the saber-cut mouth, the slitted nostrils, the cold eyes gummed shut so that its skin was faceless. The sibilance pumped with gaseous suctions.

Yessss, it whispered.

Lisssst, it murmured.

“And list it is!” My host pulled forth a small computer pad which he tapped to screen my name, address, and phone.

He glanced from the pad to reel off such items as wilted me.

“Single,” he said.

“Married and divorced.”

“Now single! No women in your life?”

“I’m walking wounded.”

He tapped his pad. “Visiting strange bars.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Creative blindness. Getting to bed late. Sleeping all day. Drinking heavily three nights a week.”

“Twice!”

“Going to the gym, look, every day. Workouts excessive. Prolonged steam baths, overlong massages. Sudden interest in sports. Endless basketball, soccer, tennis matches every night, and half the noons. That’s hyperventilation!”

”My business!”

“And ours! You’re balanced giddily on the rim. Shove all these facts in that one-armed bandit in your head, yank, and watch the lemons and ripe cherries spin. Yank!”

Jesus God. Yes! Bars. Drinks. Late nights. Gyms. Saunas. Masseurs. Basketball. Tennis. Soccer. Yank. Pull. Spin!

“Well?” My host searched my face, amused. “Three jackpot cherries in a row?”

I shuddered.

“Circumstance. No court would convict me.”

“This court elects you. We tell palms to read ravenous groins. Yes?”

Gas steamed up from one shriveled aperture in the restless mound. Yessss.

They say that men in the grip of passion, blind to their own darkness, make love and run mad. Stunned by guilt, they find themselves beasts, having done the very thing they were warned not to do by church, town, parents, life. In explosive outrage they turn to the sinful lure. Seeing her as unholy provocateur, they kill. Women, in similar rages and guilts, overdose. Eve lies self-slain in the Garden. Adam hangs himself with the Snake as noose.

But here was no passionate crime, no woman, no provocateur, only the great mound of siphoning breath and my blond host. And only words which riddled me with fusillades of arrows. Like an Oriental hedgehog, bristled with shafts, my body exploded with No, No, No. Echoed and then real:

“No!”

Yessss, whispered the vapor from the mounded tissue, the skeleton buried in ancient soups.

	Yessss.

I gasped to see my games, steams, midnight bars, late-dawn beds: a maniac sum.

I rounded dark corridors to confront a stranger so pockmarked, creased, and oiled by passion, so cobwebbed and smashed by drink, that I tried to avert my gaze. The terror gaped his mouth and reached for my hand. Stupidly, I reached to shake his and-rapped glass! A mirror. I stared deep into my own life. I had seen myself in shop windows, dim undersea men running in creeks. Mornings, shaving, I saw my mirrored health. But this! This troglodyte trapped in amber. Myself, snapshotted like ten dozen sexual acrobats! And who jammed this mirror at me? My beautiful host, and that corrupt flatulence beyond.

“You are selected,” they whispered.

“I refuse!” I shrieked.

And whether I shrieked aloud or merely thought, a great furnace gaped. The oceanic mound erupted thunders of gaseous streams. My beautiful host fell back, stunned that their search beneath my skin, behind my mask, had brought revulsion. Always when Dorian cried, “Friend,” raw gymnast teams had mobbed to catapult that armless, legless, featureless Sargasso Sea. Before they had smothered to drown in his miasma, to arise, embrace, and wrestle in the dark gymnasium, then run forth young to assault a world.

And I? What had I dared to do, that quaked that membranous sac into regurgitated whistling and broken winds?

“Idiot!” cried my host, all teeth and fists. “Out! Out!”

“Out,” I cried, spun to obey, and tripped.

I do not clearly know what happened as I fell. And if it was a swift reaction to the holocaust erupted like vile spit and vomit from that putrescent mound, I cannot say. I knew no lightning shock of murder, yet knew perhaps some summer heat flash of revenge. For what? I thought. What are you to Dorian or he to you that frees the hydra behind your face, or causes the slightest twitch of leg, arm, hand, or fingernail, as the last fetid air from Dorian burned my hair and stuffed my nostrils.

It was over in a second.

Something shoved me. Did my secret self, insulted, give that push? I was flung as if on wires, knocked to sprawl at Dorian.

He gave two terrible cries, one of warning, one of despair.

I was recovered so in landing, I did not sink my hands deep in that poisonous yeast, into that multiflorid Man of War jelly. I swear that I touched, raked, scarified him with only one thing: the smallest fingernail of my right hand.

My fingernail!

And so this Dorian was shot and foundered. And so the mammoth with screams collapsed. And so the nauseous balloon sank, fold on midnight fold, upon its own boneless sell, fissuring volcanic sulfurs, immense rectal airs, outgassed whistles, and whimpers of self-pitying despair.

“Christ! What have you done!? Murderer! Damn you!” cried my host, riven to stare at Dorian’s exhaustions unto death.

He whirled to strike, but ran to reach the door and cry, “Lock this! Lock! Whatever happens, for God’s sake, don’t open! Now!” The door slammed. I ran to lock it and turn.

Quietly, Dorian was falling away.

He sank down and down, out of sight. Like a great membranous tent with its poles removed, he vanished into the floor, down flues and vents on all sides of his great platform nest. Vents obviously created for such a massive disease-sac melting into viral fluid and sewer gas. Even as I watched, the last of the noxious clot was sucked into the vents, and I stood abandoned in a room where but a few minutes before an unspeakable strata of discards and half-born fetuses had lain sucking at sins, spoiled bones, and souls to send forth beasts in semblance of beauty. That perverse royalty, that lunatic monarch, gone, all gone. A last choke and throttle from the sewer vent underlined its death.

My God, I thought, even now, that, all that, that terrible miasma, that stuff is on its way to the sea to wash in with bland tides to lie on clean shores where bathers come at dawn …

Even now …

I stood, eyes shut, waiting.

For what? There had to be a next thing, yes? It came.

There was a trembling, shivering, and then a quaking of the wall, but especially the golden door behind me.

I spun to see as well as hear.

I saw the door shaken, and then bombarded from the other side. Fists pummeled, struck, hammered. Voices cried out and screamed and then shrieked.

I felt a great mass ram the door to shiver, to slam it on its hinges.

I stared, fearful that the door might explode and let in the flood tide of nightmare-ravening, terrified beasts, the kennel of dying things. For now their shrieks as they mauled and rattled to escape, to beg for mercy, were so terrible that I clamped my fists to my ears.

Dorian was gone, but they remained. Shrieks. Screams. Screams. Shrieks. An avalanche of limbs beyond the door struck and fell, yammering.

What must they look like now? I thought. All those bouquets. All those beauties.

The police will come, I thought, soon. But .

No matter what …

I would not unlock that door.
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There were too many cards in the file, too many books on the shelves, too many children laughing in the children’s room, too many newspapers to fold and stash on the racks …

All in all, too much. Miss Adams pushed her gray hair back over her lined brow, adjusted her gold-rimmed pince-nez, and rang the small silver bell on the library desk, at the same time switching off and on all the lights. The exodus of adults and children was exhausting. Miss Ingraham, the assistant librarian, had gone home early because her father was sick, so it left the burden of stamping, filing, and checking books squarely on Miss Adams’ shoulders.

Finally the last book was stamped, the last child fed through the great brass doors, the doors locked, and with immense weariness, Miss Adams moved back up through a silence of forty years of books and being keeper of the books, stood for a long moment by the main desk.

She laid her glasses down on the green blotter, and pressed the bridge of her small-boned nose between thumb and forefinger and held it, eyes shut. What a racket! Children who finger-painted or cartooned frontispieces or rattled their roller skates. High school students arriving with laughters, departing with mindless songs!

Taking up her rubber stamp, she probed the files, weeding out errors, her fingers whispering between Dante and Darwin.

A moment later she heard the rapping on the front-door glass and saw a man’s shadow outside, wanting in. She shook her head. The figure pleaded silently, making gestures.

Sighing, Miss Adams opened the door, saw a young man in uniform, and said, “It’s late. We’re closed.” She glanced at his insignia and added, “Captain.”

“Hold on!” said the captain. “Remember me?”

And repeated it, as she hesitated.

“Remember?”

She studied his face, trying to bring light out of shadow. “Yes, I think I do,” she said at last. “You once borrowed books here.”

“Right.”

“Many years ago,” she added. “Now I almost have you placed.”

As he stood waiting she tried to see him in those other years, but his younger face did not come clear, or a name with it, and his hand reached out now to take hers.

“May I come in?”

“Well.” She hesitated. “Yes.”

She led the way up the steps into the immense twilight of books. The young officer looked around and let his breath out slowly, then reached to take a book and hold it to his nose, inhaling, then almost laughing.

“Don’t mind me, Miss Adams. You ever smell new books? Binding, pages, print. Like fresh bread when you’re hungry.” He glanced around. “I’m hungry now, but don’t even know what for.”

There was a moment of silence, so she asked him how long he might stay.

“Just a few hours. I’m on the train from New York to L.A., so I came up from Chicago to see old places, old friends.” His eyes were troubled and he fretted his cap, turning it in his long, slender fingers.

She said gently, “Is anything wrong? Anything I can help you with?”

He glanced out the window at the dark town, with just a few lights in the windows of the small houses across the way.

“I was surprised,” he said.

“By what?”

“I don’t know what I expected. Pretty damn dumb,” he said, looking from her to the windows, “to expect that when I went away, everyone froze in place waiting for me to come home. That when I stepped off the train, all my old pals would unfreeze, run down, meet me at the station. Silly.”

“No,” she said, more easily now. “I think we all imagine that. I visited Paris as a young girl, went back to France when I was forty, and was outraged that no one had waited, buildings had vanished, and all the hotel staff where I had once lived had died, retired, or traveled.”

He nodded at this, but could not seem to go on.

“Did anyone know you were coming?” she asked.

“I wrote a few, but no answers. I figured, hell, they’re busy, but they’ll be there. They weren’t.”

She felt the next words come off her lips and was faintly surprised. “I’m still here,” she said.

“You are,” he said with a quick smile. “And I can’t tell you how glad I am.”

He was gazing at her now with such intensity that she had to look away. “You know,” she said, “I must confess you look familiar, but I don’t quite fit your face with the boy who came here-”

“Twenty years ago! And as for what he looked like, that other one, me, well-”

He brought out a smallish wallet which held a dozen pictures and handed over a photograph of a boy perhaps twelve years old, with an impish smile and wild blond hair, looking as if he might catapult out of the frame.

“Ah, yes.” Miss Adams adjusted her pince-nez and closed her eyes to remember. “That one. Spaulding. William Henry Spaulding?”

He nodded and peered at the picture in her hands anxiously.

“Was I a lot of trouble?”

“Yes.” She nodded and held the picture closer and glanced up at him. “A fiend.” She handed the picture back. “But I loved you.”

“Did you?” he said and smiled more broadly.

“In spite of you, yes.”

He waited a moment and then said, “Do you still love me?”

She looked to left and right as if the dark stacks held the answer.

“It’s a little early to know, isn’t it?”

“Forgive.”

“No, no, a good question. Time will tell. Let’s not stand like your frozen friends who didn’t move. Come along. I’ve just had some late-night coffee. There may be some left. Give me your cap. Take off that coat. The file index is there. Go look up your old library cards for the hell-heck-of it.”

“Are they still there?” In amaze.

“Librarians save everything. You never know who’s coming in on the next train. Go.”

When she came back with the coffee, he stood staring down into the index file like a bird fixing its gaze on a half-empty nest. He handed her one of the old purple-stamped cards.

“Migawd,” he said, “I took out a lot of books.”

“Ten at a time. I said no, but you took them. And,” she added, “read them! Here.” She put his cup on top of the file and waited while he drew out canceled card after card and laughed quietly.

“I can’t believe. I must not have lived anywhere else but here. May I take this with me, to sit?” He showed the cards. She nodded. “Can you show me around? I mean, maybe I’ve forgotten something.”

She shook her head and took his elbow. “I doubt that. Come on. Over here, of course, is the adult section.”

“I begged you to let me cross over when I was thirteen. ‘You’re not ready,’ you said. But-”

“I let you cross over anyway?”

“You did. And much thanks.”

Another thought came to him as he looked down at her.

“You used to be taller than me,” he said.

She looked up at him, amused.

“I’ve noticed that happens quite often in my life, but I can still do this.”

Before he could move, she grabbed his chin in her thumb and forefinger and held tight. His eyes rolled.

He said:

“I remember. When I was really bad you’d hold on and put your face down close and scowl. The scowl did it. After ten seconds of your holding my chin very tight, I behaved for days.”

She nodded, released his chin. He rubbed it and as they moved on he ducked his head, not looking at her.

“Forgive, I hope you won’t be upset, but when I was a boy I used to look up and see you behind your desk, so near but far away, and, how can I say this, I used to think that you were Mrs. God, and that the library was a whole world, and that no matter what part of the world or what people or thing I wanted to see and read, you’d find and give it to me.” He stopped, his face coloring. “You did, too. You had the world ready for me every time I asked. There was always a place I hadn’t seen, a country I hadn’t visited where you took me. I’ve never forgotten.”

She looked around, slowly, at the thousands of books. She felt her heart move quietly. “Did you really call me what you just said?”

“Mrs. God? Oh, yes. Often. Always.”

“Come along,” she said at last.

They walked around the rooms together and then downstairs to the newspaper files, and coming back up, he suddenly leaned against the banister, holding tight.

“Miss Adams,” he said.

“What is it, Captain?”

He exhaled. “I’m scared. I don’t want to leave. I’m afraid.”

Her hand, all by itself, took his arm and she finally said, there in the shadows, “Sometimes-I’m afraid, too. What frightens you?”

“I don’t want to go away without saying good-bye. If I never return, I want to see all my friends, shake hands, slap them on the back, I don’t know, make jokes.” He stopped and waited, then went on. “But I walk around town and nobody knows me. Everyone’s gone.”

The pendulum on the wall clock slid back and forth, shining, with the merest of sounds.

Hardly knowing where she was going, Miss Adams took his arm and guided him up the last steps, away from the marble vaults below, to a final, brightly decorated room, where he glanced around and shook his head.

“There’s no one here, either.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Well, where are they? Do any of my old pals ever come visit, borrow books, bring them back late?”

“Not often,” she said. “But listen. Do you realize Thomas Wolfe was wrong?”

“Wolfe? The great literary beast? Wrong?”

“The title of one of his books.”

“You Can’t Go Home Again?” he guessed.

“That’s it. He was wrong. This is home. Your friends are still here. This was your summer place.”

“Yes. Myths. Legends. Mummies. Aztec kings. Wicked sisters who spat toads. Where I really lived. But I don’t see my people.”

“Well.”

And before he could speak, she switched on a green-shaded lamp that shed a private light on a small table.

“Isn’t this nice?” she said. “Most libraries today, too much light. There should be shadows, don’t you think? Some mystery, yes? So that late nights the beasts can prowl out of the stacks and crouch by this jungle light to turn the pages with their breath. Am I crazy?”

“Not that I noticed.”

“Good. Sit. Now that I know who you are, it all comes back.”

“It couldn’t possibly.”

“No? You’ll see.”

She vanished into the stacks and came out with ten books that she placed upright, their pages a trifle spread so they could stand and he could read the titles.

“The summer of 1930, when you were, what? ten, you read all of these in one week.”

“Oz? Dorothy? The Wizard? Oh, yes.”

She placed still others nearby. “Alice in Wonderland. Through the Looking-Glass. A month later you reborrowed both. ‘But,’ I said, ‘you’ve already read them!’ ‘But,’ you said, ‘not enough so I can speak. I want to be able to tell them out loud.’

“My God,” he said quietly, “did I say that?”

“You did. Here’s more you read a dozen times. Greek myths, Roman, Egyptian. Norse myths, Chinese. You were ravenous.”

“King Tut arrived from the tomb when I was three. His picture in the Rotogravure started me. What else have you there?”

“Tarzan of the Apes. You borrowed it . .

“Three dozen times! John Carter, Warlord of Mars, four dozen. My God, dear lady, how come you remember all this?”

“You never left. Summertimes you were here when I unlocked the doors. You went home for lunch but sometimes brought sandwiches and sat out by the stone lion at noon. Your father pulled you home by your ear some nights when you stayed late. How could I forget a boy like that?”

“But still-”

“You never played, never ran out in baseball weather, or football, I imagine. Why?”

He glanced toward the front door. “They were waiting for me.”

“They?”

“You know. The ones who never borrowed books, never read. They. Them. Those.”

She looked and remembered. “Ah, yes. The bullies. Why did they chase you?”

“Because they knew I loved books and didn’t much care for them.”

“It’s a wonder you survived. I used to watch you getting, reading hunchbacked, late afternoons. You looked so lonely.”

“No. I had these. Company.”

“Here’s more.”

She put down Ivanhoe, Robin Hood, and Treasure Island.

“Oh,” he said, “and dear and strange Mr. Poe. How I loved his Red Death.”

“You took it so often I told you to keep it on permanent loan unless someone else asked. Someone did, six months later, and when you brought it in I could see it was a terrible blow. A few days later I let you have Poe for another year. I don’t recall, did you ever-?”

“It’s out in California. Shall I-”

“No, no. Please. Well, here are your books. Let me bring others.”

She came out not carrying many books but one at a time, as if each one were, indeed, special.

She began to make a circle inside the other Stonehenge circle and as she placed the books, in lonely splendor, he said their names and then the names of the authors who had written them and then the names of those who had sat across from him so many years ago and read the books quietly or sometimes whispered the finest parts aloud, so beautifully that no one said Quiet or Silence or even Shh!

She placed the first book and there was a wild field of broom and a wind blowing a young woman across that field as it began to snow and someone, far away, called “Kathy” and as the snows fell he saw a girl he had walked to school in the sixth grade seated across the table, her eyes fixed to the windblown field and the snow and the lost woman in another time of winter.

A second book was set in place and a black and beauteous horse raced across a summer field of green and on that horse was another girl, who hid behind the book and dared to pass him notes when he was twelve.

And then there was the far ghost with a snow-maiden face whose hair was a long golden harp played by the summer airs; she who was always sailing to Byzantium where Emperors were drowsed by golden birds that sang in clockwork cages at sunset and dawn. She who always skirted the outer rim of school and went to swim in the deep lake ten thousand afternoons ago and never came out, so was never found, but suddenly now she made landfall here in the green-shaded light and opened Yeats to at last sail home from Byzantium.

And on her right: John Huff, whose name came clearer than the rest, who claimed to have climbed every tree in town and fallen from none, who had raced through watermelon patches treading melons, never touching earth, to knock down rainfalls of chestnuts with one blow, who yodeled at your sun-up window and wrote the same Mark Twain book report in four different grades before the teachers caught on, at which he said, vanishing, “Just call me Huck.”

And to his right, the pale son of the town hotel owner who looked as if he had gone sleepless forever, who swore every empty house was haunted and took you there to prove it, with a juicy tongue, compressed nose, and throat gargling that sounded the long October demise, the terrible and unutterable fall of the House of Usher.

And next to him was yet another girl.

And next to her …

And just beyond …

Miss Adams placed a final book and he recalled the fair creature, long ago, when such things were left unsaid, glancing up at him one day when he was an unknowing twelve and she was a wise thirteen to quietly say: “I am Beauty. And you, are you the Beast?”

Now, late in time, he wanted to answer that small and wondrous ghost: “No. He hides in the stacks and when the clock strikes three, will prowl forth to drink.”

And it was finished, all the books were placed, the outer ring of his selves and the inner ring of remembered faces, deathless, with summer and autumn names.

He sat for a long moment and then another long moment and then, one by one, reached for and took all of the books that had been his, and still were, and opened them and read and shut them and took another until he reached the end of the outer circle and then went to touch and turn and find the raft on the river, the field of broom where the storms lived, and the pasture with the black and beauteous horse and its lovely rider. Behind him, he heard the lady librarian quietly back away to leave him with words .

A long while later he sat back, rubbed his yes, and looked around at the fortress, the encirclement, the Roman encampment of books, and nodded, his eyes wet.

“Yes.”

He heard her move behind him.

“Yes, what?”

“What you said, Thomas Wolfe, the title of that book of his. Wrong. Everything’s here. Nothing’s changed.”

“Nothing will as long as I can help it,,, she said.

“Don’t ever go away.”

“I won’t if you’ll come back more often.”

Just then, from below the town, not so very far off, a train whistle blew. She said:

“Is that yours?”

“No, but the one soon after,” he said and got up and moved around the small monuments that stood very tall and one by one, shut the covers, his lips moving to sound the old titles and the old, dear names.

“Do we have to put them back on the shelves?” he said. She looked at him and at the double circle and after a long moment said, “Tomorrow will do. Why?”

“Maybe,” he said, “during the night, because of the color of those lamps, green, the jungle, maybe those creatures you mentioned will come out and turn the pages with their breath. And maybe-”

“What else?”

“Maybe my friends, who’ve hid in the stacks all these years, will come out, too.’,

“They’re already here,” she said quietly.

“Yes.” He nodded. “They are.”

And still he could not move.

She backed off across the room without making any sound, and when she reached her desk she called back, the last call of the night.

“Closing time. Closing time, children.”

And turned the lights quickly off and then on and then halfway between; a library twilight.

He moved from the table with the double circle of books and came to her and said, “I Can go now.”

“Yes,” she said. “William Henry Spaulding. You can.” They walked together as she turned out the lights, turned out the lights, one by one. She helped him into his coat and

then, hardly thinking to do so, he took her hand and kissed her fingers.

It was so abrupt, she almost laughed, but then she said, “Remember what Edith Whanon said when Henry James did what you just did?”

“What?”

‘The flavor starts at the elbow.’

They broke into laughter together and he turned and went down the marble steps toward the stained-glass entry. At the bottom of the stairs he looked up at her and said:

“Tonight, when you’re going to sleep, remember what I called you when I was twelve, and say it out loud.”

“I don’t remember,” she said.

“Yes, you do.”

Below the town, a train whistle blew again.

He opened the front door, stepped out, and he was gone. Her hand on the last light switch, looking in at the double circle of books on the far table, she thought: What was it he called me?

“Oh, yes,” she said a moment later.

And switched off the light.



Free Dirt
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The cemetery was in the center of the city. On four sides it was bounded by gliding streetcars on glistening blue tracks and cars with exhaust fumes and sound. But, once inside the wall, the world was lost. For half a mile in four directions the cemetery raised midnight trees and headstones that grew from the earth, like pale mushrooms, moist and cold. A gravel path led back into darkness and within the gate stood a Gothic Victorian house with six gables and a cupola. The front-porch light showed an old man there alone, not smoking, not reading, not moving, silent. If you took a deep breath he smelled of the sea, of urine, of papyrus, of kindling, of ivory, and of teak. His false teeth moved his mouth automatically when it wanted to talk. His tiny yellow seed eyes twitched and his poke-hole nostrils thinned as a stranger crunched up the gravel path and set foot on the porch step.

“Good evening!” said the stranger, a young man, perhaps twenty.

The old man nodded, but his hands lay quietly on his knees “I saw that sign out front,” the stranger went on. “FREE DIRT, it said.”

The old man almost nodded.

The stranger tried a smile. “Crazy, but that sign caught my eye.

There was a glass fan over the front door. A light shone through this glass fan, colored blue, red, yellow, and touched the old man’s face. It seemed not to bother him.

“I wondered, free dirt? Never struck me you’d have much left over. When you dig a hole and put the coffin in and refill the hole, you haven’t much dirt left, have you? I should think…”

The old man leaned forward. It was so unexpected that the stranger pulled his foot off the bottom step.

“You want some?” said the old man.

“Why, no, no, I was just curious. Signs like that make you curious.”

“Set down,” said the old man.

“Thanks.” The young man sat uneasily on the steps. “You know how it is, you walk around and never think how it is to own a graveyard.”

“And?” said the old man.

“I mean, like how much time it takes to dig graves.”

The old man leaned back in his chair. “On a cool day:

two hours. Hot day, four. Very hot day, six. Very cold day, not cold so it freezes, but real cold, a man can dig a grave in one hour so he can head in for hot chocolate, brandy in the chocolate. Then again, you get a good man on a hot day, he’s no better than a bad man in the cold. Might take eight hours to open up, but here’s easy-digging soil here. All loam, no rocks.”

“I’m curious about winter.”

“In blizzards we got a icebox mausoleum to stash the dead, undelivered mail, until spring and a whole month of shovels and spades.”

“Seeding and planting time, eh?” The stranger laughed.

“You might say that.”

“Don’t you dig in winter anyhow? For special funerals? Special dead?”

“Some yards got a hose-shovel contraption. Pump hot water through the blade; shape a grave quick, like placer mining, even with the ground an ice-pond. We don’t cotton to that. Use picks and shovels.”

The young man hesitated. “Does it bother you?”

“You mean, I get scared ever?”

“Well … yes.”

The old man at last took out and stuffed his pipe with tobacco, tamped it with a callused thumb, lit it, let out a small stream of smoke.

“No,” he said at last.

The young man’s shoulders sank. “Disappointed?” said the old man. “I thought maybe once .

“Oh, when you’re young, maybe. One time …”

“Then there was a time!” The young man shifted up a step. The old man glanced at him sharply, then resumed smoking. “One time.” He stared at the marbled hills and the dark trees. “My grandpa owned this yard. I was born here. A gravedigger’s son learns to ignore things.”

The old man took a number of deep puffs and said:

“I was just eighteen, folks off on vacation, me left to tend things, alone, mow the lawn, dig holes and such. Alone, four graves to dig in October and a cold came hard off the lake, frost on the graves, tombstones like snow, ground froze solid.

“One night I walked out. No moon. Hard grass underfoot, could see my breath, hands in my pockets, walking, listening.”

The old man exhaled frail ghosts from his thin nostrils. “Then I heard this sound, deep under. I froze. It was a voice, screaming. Someone woke up buried, heard me walk by, cried out. I just stood. They screamed and screamed. Earth banged. On a cold night, ground’s like porcelain, rings, you see?

“Well-” The old man shut his eyes to remember. “I stood like the wind off the lake stopped my blood. A joke? I searched around and thought, Imagination! No, it was underfoot, sharp, clear. A woman’s voice. I knew all the gravestones.” The old man’s eyelids trembled. “Could recite them alphabetical, year, month, day. Name any year, and I’ll tell. How about 1899? Jake Smith departed. And 1923? Betty Dallman lost. And 1933? P. H. Moran! Name a month. August? August last year, buried Henrietta Wells. August 1918? Grandma Hanlon, whole family! Influenza! Name a day, August fourth? Smith, Burke, Shelby carried off. Williamson? He’s on that hill, pink marble. Douglas? By the creek

…”

 

“The story,” the young man urged.

“Eh?”

“The story you were telling.”

“Oh, the voice below? Well, I knew all the stones. Standing there, I guessed that voice out of the ground was Henrietta Fremwell, fine girl, twenty-four years, played piano at the Elite Theatre. Tall, graceful, blond. How did I know her voice? I stood where there was only men’s graves. Hers was the only woman’s. I ran to put my ear on her stone. Yes! Her voice, way down, screaming!

“‘Miss Fremwell!’ I shouted.

“‘Miss Fremwell,’ I yelled again.

“Deep down I heard her, only weeping now. Maybe she heard me, maybe not. She just cried. I ran downhill so fast I tripped and split my head on a stone, got up, screamed myself! Got to the tool shed, all blood, dragged out the tools, and just stood there in the moonlight with one shovel. The ground was ice solid, solid. I fell back against a tree. It would take three minutes to get back to her grave, and eight hours of cold night to dig to her box. The ground was like glass. A coffin is a coffin; only so much space for air. Henrietta Fremwell had been buried two days before the freeze, been asleep all that time, using up air, and it rained just before the cold spell and the earth over her, soaked with rainwater now, froze. I’d have to dig maybe eight hours. And the way she cried, there wasn’t another hour of air left.”

The old man’s pipe had gone out. He rocked in his chair, back and forth, back and forth, silently.

“But,” said the young man, “what did you do?”

“Nothing,” said the old man.

“Nothing!?”

“Nothing I could do. That ground was solid. Six men couldn’t have dug that grave. No hot water near. And she might’ve been screaming hours before I heard, so . .

“You did-nothing?”

“Something Put the shovel and pick back in the tool shed, locked it and went back to the house and built a fire and drank some hot chocolate, shivering and shivering. Would you have done different?”

“I-”

“Would you have dug for eight hours in hard ice rock so’s to reach her when she was truly dead of exhaustion, cold, smothered, and have to bury her all over again? Then call her folks and tell them?”

The young man was silent. On the porch, the mosquitoes hummed about the naked light bulb.

“I see,” said the young man.

The old man sucked his pipe. “I think I cried all night because there was nothing I could do.” He opened his eyes and stared about, surprised, as if he had been listening to someone else.

“That’s quite a story,” said the young man.

“No,” said the old man, “God’s truth. Want to hear more? See that big stone with the ugly angel? That was Adam Crispin’s. Relatives fought, got a writ from a judge, dug him up hoping for poison. Found nothing. Put him back, but by that time the dirt from his grave mixed with other dirts. We shoveled in stuff from all around. Next plot, the angel with broken wings? Mary-Lou Phipps. Dug her up to lug her off to Elgin, Illinois. More relatives. Where she’d been, the pit stayed open, oh, three weeks. No funerals. Meanwhile, her dirt got cross-shoveled with others. Six stones over, one stone north, that was Henry Douglas Jones. Became famous sixty years after no one paid attention. Now he’s planted under the Civil War monument. His grave lay wide two months, nobody wanted to utilize the hole of a Southerner, all of us leaning North with Grant. So his dirt got scattered. That give you some notion of what that FREE DIRT sign means?”

The young man eyed the cemetery landscape. “Well,” he said, “where is that dirt you’re handing out?”

The old man pointed with his pipe and the stranger looked and indeed, by a nearby wall was a sizable hillock some ten feet long by about three feet high, loam and grass tufts of many shades of tan, brown, and burnt umber.

“Go look,” said the old man.

The young man walked slowly over to stand by the mound.

“Kick it,” said the old man. “See if it’s real.”

The young man kicked and his face paled.

“Did you hear that?” he said.

“What?” said the old man, looking somewhere else.

The stranger listened and shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Well, now,” said the old man, knocking out the ashes from his pipe. “How much free dirt you need?”

“I hadn’t thought.”

“Yes, you have,” said the old man, “or you wouldn’t have driven your lightweight delivery truck up by the cemetery gate. I got cat’s ears. Heard your motor just when you stopped. How much?”

“Oh,” said the young man uneasily. “My backyard’s eighty feet by forty. I could use a good inch of topsoil. So …?”

“I’d say,” said the old man, “half of that mound there. Hell, take it all. Nobody wants it.”

“You mean-”

“I mean, that mound has been growing and diminishing, diminishing and growing, mixtures up and down, since Grant took Richmond and Sherman reached the sea. There’s Civil dirt there, coffin splinters, satin casket shreds from when Lafayette met the Honor Guard’s Edgar Allan Poe. There’s funeral flowers, blossoms from ten hundred obsequies. Condolence-card confetti for Hessian troopers, Parisian gunners who never shipped home. That soil is so laced with bone meal and casket corsages, I should charge you to buy the lot. Grab a spade before I do.”

“Stay right there.” The young man raised one hand.

“I’m not going anywhere,” said the old man. “Nor is anyone else nearby.”

The half-truck was pulled up by the dirt mound and the young man was reaching in for a spade when the old man said:

“No, I think not.”

The old man went on:

“Graveyard spade’s best. Familiar metal, familiar soil. Easy digging when like takes to like. So.”

The old man’s head indicated a spade half stuck in the dark mound. The young man shrugged and moved.

The cemetery spade came free with a soft whispering. Pellets of ancient mound fell with similar whispers.

He began to dig and shift and fill the back of his half-truck as the old man from the corners of his eyes observed:

“It’s more than dirt, as I said. War of 1812, San Juan Hill, Manassas, Gettysburg, October flu epidemic 1918, all strewn from graves filled and evicted to be refilled. Various occupants leavened out to dust, various glories melted to mixtures, rust from metal caskets, coffin handles, shoelaces but no shoes, hairs long and short. Ever see wreaths made of hair saved to weave crowns to fix on mortal pictures? All that’s left of a smile or that funny look in the eyes of someone who knows she’s not alive anymore, ever. Hair, epaulettes, not whole ones, but one strand of epaulette, all there along with blood that’s gone to silt.”

The young man finished, sweating, and started to thrust the spade back in the earth when the old man said:

“Take it. Cemetery dirt, cemetery spade, like takes to like.”

“I’ll bring it back tomorrow.” The young man tossed the spade into the mounded truck.

“No. You got the dirt, so keep the spade. Just don’t bring the free dirt back.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Just don’t,” said the old man, but did not move as the young man climbed in his truck to start the engine.

He sat listening to the dirt mound tremble and whisper in the flatbed.

“What’re you waiting for?” asked the old man.

 

  *

 

The flimsy half-truck ran toward the last of the twilight, pursued by the ever-encroaching dark. Clouds raced overhead, perturbed by the invisible. Back on the horizon, thunder sounded. A few drops of rain fell on the windshield, causing the young man to ram his foot on the gas and swerve into his home street even as the sun truly died, the wind rose, and the trees around his cottage bent and beckoned.

Climbing out, he stared at the sky and then his house and then the empty garden. A few drops of cold rain on his cheeks decided him; he drove the rattling half-truck into the empty garden, unlatched the metal back-flap, opened it just an inch so as to allow a proper flow, and then began motoring back and forth across the garden, letting the dark stuffs whisper down, letting the strange midnight earth sift and murmur, until at last the truck was empty and he stood in the blowing night, watching the wind stir the black soil.

Then he locked the truck in the garage and went to stand on the back porch, thinking, I won’t need water. The storm will soak the ground.

He stood for a long while simply staring at the graveyard mulch, waiting for rain, until he thought, what am I waiting for? Jesus! And went in.

At ten o’clock a light rain tapped on the windows and sifted over the dark garden. At eleven it rained so steadily that the gutter drains swallowed and rattled.

At midnight the rain grew heavy. He looked to see if it was eroding the new dark earth but saw only the black muck drinking the downpour like a great black sponge, lit by distant flares of lightning.

Then, at one in the morning, the greatest Niagara of all shuddered the house, rinsed the windows to blindness, and shook the lights.

And then, abruptly, the downpour, the immense Niagara ceased, followed by one great downfell blow of lightning which plowed and pinioned the dark earth close by, near, outside, with explosions of light as if ten thousand flashbulbs had been fired off. Then darkness fell in curtains of thunder, cracking, breaking the bones.

In bed, wishing for the merest dog to hold for lack of human company, hugging the sheets, burying his head, then rising full to the silent air, the dark air, the storm gone, the rain shut, and a silence that spread in whispers as the last drench melted into the trembling soil.

He shuddered and then shivered and then hugged himself to stop the shivering of his cold flesh, and he was thirsty but could not make himself move to find the kitchen and drink water, milk, leftover wine, anything. He lay back, dry-mouthed, with unreasonable tears filling his eyes.

Free dirt, he thought. My God, what a damn-fool night. Free dirt!

At two o’clock he heard his wristwatch ticking softly.

At two-thirty he felt his pulse in his wrists and ankles and neck and then in his temples and inside his head.

The entire house leaned into the wind, listening.

Outside in the still night, the wind failed and the yard lay soaked and waiting.

And at last … yes. He opened his eyes and turned his head toward the shaded window.

He held his breath. what? Yes? Yes? What?

Beyond the window, beyond the wall, beyond the house, outside somewhere, a whisper, a murmur, growing louder and louder. Grass growing? Blossoms opening? Soil shifting, crumbling?

A great whisper, a mix of shadows and shades. Something rising. Something moving.

Ice froze beneath his skin. His heart ceased.

Outside in the dark, in the yard.

Autumn had arrived.

October was there.

His garden gave him …

A harvest
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Remember? Why, how could they forget? Although they knew him for only a little while, years later his name would arise and they would smile or even laugh and reach out to hold hands, remembering.

Sascha. What a tender, witty comrade, what a sly, hidden individual, what a child of talent; teller of tales, bon vivant, late-night companion, ever-present illumination on foggy noons.

Sascha!

He, whom they had never seen, to whom they spoke often at three a.m. in their small bedroom, away from friends who might roll their eyeballs under their lids, doubting their sanity, hearing his name.

Well, then, who and what was Sascha, and where did they meet or perhaps only dream him, and who were they?

Quickly: they were Maggie and Douglas Spaulding and they lived by the loud sea and the

warm sand and the rickety bridges over the almost dead canals of Venice, California. Though lacking money in the bank or Goodwill furniture in their tiny two-room apartment, they were incredibly happy. He was a writer, and she worked to support him while he finished the great American novel.

Their routine was: she would arrive home each night from downtown Los Angeles and he would have hamburgers waiting or they would walk down the beach to eat hot dogs, spend ten or twenty cents in the Penny Arcade, go home, make love, go to sleep, and repeat the whole wondrous routine the next night: hot dogs, Penny Arcade, love, sleep, work, etc. It was all glorious in that year of being very young and in love; therefore it would go on forever

Until he appeared.

The nameless one. For then he had no name. He had threatened to arrive a few months after their marriage to destroy their economy and scare off the novel, but then he had melted away, leaving only his echo of a threat.

But now the true collision loomed.

One night over a ham omelet with a bottle of cheap red and the conversation loping quietly, leaning on the card table and promising each other grander and more ebullient futures, Maggie suddenly said, “I feel faint.”

“What?” said Douglas Spaulding.

“I’ve felt funny all day. And I was sick, a little bit, this morning.”

“Oh, my God.” He rose and came around the card table and took her head in his hands and pressed her brow against his side, and looked down at the beautiful part in her hair, suddenly smiling.

“Well, now,” he said, “don’t tell me that Sascha is back?”

“Sascha! Who’s that?”

“When he arrives, he’ll tell us.”

“Where did that name come from?”

“Don’t know. It’s been in my mind all year.”

“Sascha?” She pressed his hands to her cheeks, laughing. “Sascha!”

“Call the doctor tomorrow,” he said.

 

“The doctor says Sascha has moved in for light housekeeping,” she said over the phone the next day.

“Great!” He stopped. “I guess.” He considered their bank deposits. “No. First thoughts count. Great! When do we meet the Martian invader?”

“October. He’s infinitesimal now, tiny, I can barely hear his voice. But now that he has a name, I hear it. He promises to grow, if we take care.”

“The Fabulous Invalid! Shall I stock up on carrots, spinach, broccoli for what date?”

“Halloween.”

“Impossible!”

“True!”

“People will claim we planned him and my vampire book to arrive that week, things that go bump and cry in the night.”

“Oh, Sascha will surely do that! Happy? “

“Frightened, yes, but happy, Lord, yes. Come home, Mrs. Rabbit, and bring him along!”

 

It must be explained that Maggie and Douglas Spaulding were best described as crazed roman-tics. Long before the interior christening of Sascha, they, loving Laurel and Hardy, had called each other Stan and Ollie. The machines, the dustbusters and can openers around the apartment, had names, as did various parts of their anatomy, revealed to no one.

So Sascha, as an entity, a presence growing toward friendship, was not unusual. And when he actually began to speak up, they were not surprised. The gentle demands of their marriage, with love as currency instead of cash, made it inevitable.

Someday, they said, if they owned a car, it too would be named.

They spoke on that and a dozen score of things late at night. When hyperventilating about life, they propped themselves up on their pillows as if the future might happen right now. They waited, anticipating, in seance, for the silent small offspring to speak his first words before dawn.

“I love our lives,” said Maggie, lying there, “all the games. I hope it never stops. You’re not like other men, who drink beer and talk poker. Dear God, I wonder, how many other marriages play like us?”

“No one, nowhere. Remember?”

“What?”

He lay back to trace his memory on the ceiling. “The day we were married-”

“Yes!”

“Our friends driving and dropping us off here and we walked down to the drugstore by the pier and bought a tube of toothpaste and two toothbrushes, big bucks, for our honeymoon … ? One red toothbrush, one green, to decorate our empty bathroom. And on the way back along the beach, holding hands, suddenly, behind us, two little girls and a boy followed us and sang:

 

_”Happy marriage day to you, Happy marriage day to you.

Happy marriage day, happy marriage day, Happy marriage day to you… _

 

She sang it now, quietly. He chimed in, remembering how they had blushed with pleasure at the children’s voices, but walked on, feeling ridiculous but happy and wonderful.

“How did they guess? Did we look married?”

“It wasn’t our clothes! Our faces, don’t you think? Smiles that made our jaws ache. We were exploding. They got the concussion.”

“Those dear children. I can still hear their voices.”

“And so here we are, seventeen months later.” He put his arm around her and gazed at their future on the dark ceiling.

“‘And here I am,” a voice murmured.

“Who?” Douglas said.

“Me,” the voice whispered. “Sascha.”

Douglas looked down at his wife’s mouth, which had barely trembled.

“So, at last, you’ve decided to speak?” said Douglas.

“Yes,” came the whisper.

“We wondered,” said Douglas, “when we would hear from you.” He squeezed his wife gently.

“It’s time,” the voice murmured. “So here I am.”

“Welcome, Sascha,” both said.

“Why didn’t you talk sooner?” asked Douglas Spaulding.

“I wasn’t sure that you liked me,” the voice whispered.

“Why would you think that? “

“First I was, then I wasn’t. Once I was only a name. Remember, last year, I was ready to come and stay. Scared you.”

“We were broke,” said Douglas quietly. “And nervous.”

“What’s so scary about life?” said Sascha. Maggie’s lips twitched. “It’s that other thing. Not being, ever. Not being wanted.”

“On the contrary.” Douglas Spaulding moved down on his pillow so he could watch his wife’s profile, her eyes shut, but her mouth breathing softly. “We love you. But last year it was bad timing. Understand?”

“No,” whispered Sascha. “I only understand

you didn’t want me. And now you do. I should leave.”

“But you just got here!”

“Here I go, anyway.”

Don’t, Sascha! Stay!”

“Good-bye.” The small voice faded. “Oh, good-bye.”

And then silence. Maggie opened her eyes with “Sascha’s gone,” she said.

“He can’t be!” The room was still.

“Can’t be,” he said. “It’s only a game.”

“More than a game. Oh, God, I feel cold. Hold me.”

He moved to hug her.

“It’s okay.”

“No. I had the funniest feeling just now, as if he were real.”

“He is. He’s not gone.”

“Unless we do something. Help me.”

“Help?” He held her even tighter, then shut his eyes, and at last called:

“Sascha?”

Silence.

“I know you’re there. You can’t hide.”

His hand moved to where Sascha might be.

“Listen. Say something. Don’t scare us, Sascha. We don’t want to be scared or scare you. We need each other. We three against the world. Sascha?”

Silence.

“Well?” whispered Douglas.

Maggie breathed in and out.

They waited.

“Yes?”

There was a soft flutter, the merest exhalation on the night air.

“Yes.”

“You’re back!” both cried.

Another silence.

“Welcome?” asked Sascha.

“Welcome!” both said.

 

And that night passed and the next day and the night and day after that, until there were many days, but especially midnights when he dared to declare himself, pipe opinions, grow stronger and firmer and longer in half-heard declarations, as they lay in anticipatory awareness, now she moving her lips, now he taking over, both open as warm, live ventriloquists’ mouthpieces. The small voice shifted from one tongue to the other, with soft bouts of laughter at how ridiculous but loving it all seemed, never knowing what Sascha might say next, but letting him speak on until dawn and a smiling sleep.

“What’s this about Halloween?” he asked, somewhere in the sixth month.

“Halloween?” both wondered.

“Isn’t that a death holiday?” Sascha murmured.

“Well, yes . .

“I’m not sure I want to be born on a night

	like that.”

“Well, what night would you like to be born on?”

Silence as Sascha floated a while.

“Guy Fawkes,” he finally whispered.

“Guy Fawkes??!!”

“That’s mainly fireworks, gunpowder plots, Houses of Parliament, yes? Please to remember the fifth of November? “

“Do you think you could wait until then?”

“I could try. I don’t think I want to start out with skulls and bones. Gunpowder’s more like it. I could write about that.”

“Will you be a writer, then?”

“Get me a typewriter and a ream of paper.”

“And keep us awake with the typing? “

“Pen, pencil, and pad, then?”

“Done!”

So it was agreed and the nights passed into weeks and the weeks leaned from summer into the first days of autumn and his voice grew stronger,

as did the sound of his heart and the small commotions of his limbs. Sometimes as Maggie slept, his voice would stir her awake and she would reach up to touch her mouth, where the surprise of his dreaming came forth.

“There, there, Sascha. Rest now. Sleep.”

“Sleep,” he whispered drowsily, “sleep.” And faded away.

 

“Pork chops, please, for supper.”

“No pickles with ice cream?” both said, almost at once.

“Pork chops,” he said, and more days passed and more dawns arose and he said: “Hamburgers!”

“For breakfast?”

“With onions,” he said.

October stood still for one day and then…

Halloween departed.

“Thanks,” said Sascha, “for helping me past that. What’s up ahead in five nights?”

“Guy Fawkes!”

“Ah, yes!” he cried.

And at one minute after midnight five days later, Maggie got up, wandered to the bathroom, and wandered back, stunned.

“Dear,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed.

Douglas Spaulding turned over, half awake. “Yes?”

“What day is it?” whispered Sascha.

“Guy Fawkes, at last. So?”

“I don’t feel well,” said Sascha. “Or, no, I feel fine. Full of pep. Ready to go. It’s time to say good-bye. Or is it hello? What do I mean?”

“Spit it out.”

“Are there neighbors who said, no matter when, they’d take us to the hospital?”

“Yes.”

“Call the neighbors,” said Sascha.

They called the neighbors.

At the hospital, Douglas kissed his and listened.

“It’s been nice,” said Sascha.

“Only the best.”

“We won’t talk again. Good-bye,” said Sascha.

“Good-bye,” both said.

At dawn there was a small clear cry somewhere. Not long after, Douglas entered his wife’s hospital room. She looked at him and said

“Sascha’s gone.”

“I know,” he said quietly.

“But he left word and someone else is here.

Look.”

He approached the bed as she pulled back a coverlet.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

He looked down at a small pink face and eyes that for a brief moment flickered bright blue and

then shut.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Your daughter. Meet Alexandra.”

“Hello, Alexandra,” he said.

“And do you know what the nickname for Alexandra is?” she said.

“What?”

“Sascha,” she said.

He touched the small cheek very gently.

“Hello, Sascha,” he said.



That Woman on the Lawn




1996
Very late at night he heard the weeping on the lawn in front of his house. It was the sound of a woman crying. By its sound he knew it was not a girl or a mature woman, but the crying of someone eighteen or nineteen years old. It went on, then faded and stopped, and again started up, now moving this way or that on the late-summer wind.

He lay in bed listening to it until it made his eyes fill with tears. He turned over, shut his eyes, let the tears fall, but could not stop the sound. Why should a young woman be weeping long after midnight out there?

He sat up and the weeping stopped.

At the window, he looked down. The lawn was empty but covered with dew. There was a trail of footsteps across the lawn to the middle where someone had stood turning, and another trail going off toward the garden around the house.

The moon stood full in the sky and filled the lawn with its light, but there was no more sadness and only the footprints there.

He stepped back from the window, suddenly chilled, and went down to heat and drink a cup of chocolate.

He did not think of the weeping again until dusk the next day, and even then thought that it must be some woman from a house nearby, unhappy with life, perhaps locked out and in need of a place to let her sadness go.

Yet …?

As the twilight deepened, coming home he found himself hurrying from the bus, at a steady pace which astonished him. Why, why all this?

Idiot, he thought. A woman unseen weeps under your window, and here at sunset the next day, you almost run.

Yes, he thought, but her voice!

Was it beautiful, then?

No. Only familiar.

Where had he heard such a voice before, wordless in crying?

Who could he ask, living in an empty house from which his parents had vanished long ago?

He turned in at his front lawn and stood still, his eyes shadowed.

What had he expected? That whoever she was would be waiting here? Was he that lonely that a single voice long after midnight roused all his senses?

No. Simply put: he must know who the crying woman was.

And he was certain she would return tonight as he slept.

He went to bed at eleven, and awoke at three, panicked that he had missed a miracle. Lightning had destroyed a nearby town or an earthquake had shaken half the world to dust, and he had slept through it!

Fool! he thought, and slung back the covers and moved to the window, to see that indeed he had overslept.

For there on the lawn were the delicate footprints.

And he hadn’t even heard the weeping!

He would have gone out to kneel in the grass, but at that moment a police car motored slowly by, looking at nothing and the night.

How could he run to prowl, to probe, to touch the grass if that car came by again? What doing? Picking clover blossoms? Weeding dandelions? What, what?

His bones cracked with indecision. He would go down, he would not.

Already the memory of that terrible weeping faded the more he tried to make it clear. If he missed her one more night, the memory itself might be gone.

Behind him, in his room, the alarm clock rang. Damn! he thought. What time did I set it for? He shut off the alarm and sat on his bed, rocking gently, waiting, eyes shut, listening.

The wind shifted. The tree just outside the window whispered and stirred.

He opened his eyes and leaned forward. From far off, coming near, and now down below, the quiet sound of a woman weeping.

She had come back to his lawn and was not forever lost. Be very quiet, he thought.

And the sounds she made came up on the wind through the blowing curtains into his room.

Careful now. Careful but quick.

He moved to the window and looked down.

In the middle of the lawn she stood and wept, her hair long and dark on her shoulders, her face bright with tears.

And there was something in the way her hands trembled at her sides, the way her hair moved quietly in the wind, that shook him so that he almost fell.

He knew her and yet did not. He had seen her before, but had never seen.

Turn your head, he thought.

Almost as if hearing this, the young woman sank to her knees to half kneel on the grass, letting the wind comb her hair, head down and weeping so steadily and bitterly that he wanted to cry out: Oh, no! It kills my heart!

And as if she had heard, quite suddenly her head lifted, her weeping grew less as she looked up at the moon, so that he saw her face.

And it was indeed a face seen somewhere once, but where?

A tear fell. She blinked.

It was like the blinking of a camera and a picture taken.

“God save me!” he whispered. “No!”

He whirled and stumbled toward the closet to seize down an avalanche of boxes and albums. In the dark he scrabbled, then pulled on the closet light, tossed aside six albums until finally, dragging another forth and riffling pages, he gave a cry, stopped, and held a photo close, then turned and moved blindly to the window.

There he stared down at the lawn and then at the photograph, very old, very yellowed with age.

Yes, yes, the same! The image struck his eyes and then his heart. His whole body shook, made an immense pulsation, as he leaned at the album, leaned on the window frame, and almost shouted:

You! How dare you come back! How dare you be young! How dare you be what? A girl untouched, wandering late on my lawn!? You were never that young! Never! Damn, oh, damn your warm blood, damn your wild soul!

But this he did not shout or say.

For something in his eyes, like a beacon, must have flashed.

The crying of the young woman on the lawn stopped.

She looked up.

At which instant the album fell from his fingers, through the burst-wide screen, and down like a dark bird fluttering to strike the earth.

The young man gave a muted cry, whirled, and ran. “No, no!” he cried aloud. “I didn’t mean-come back!” He was down the stairs and out on the porch in a matter of seconds. The door slammed behind him like a gunshot. The explosion nailed him to the rail, half down to the lawn, where there was nothing to be seen but footprints. Either way, up the street lay empty sidewalks and shadows under trees. A radio played off in an upstairs window in a house behind trees. A car passed, murmuring, at a far intersection.

“Wait,” he whispered. “Come back. I shouldn’t have said-”

He stopped. He had said nothing, but only thought it. But his outrage, his jealousy?

She had felt that. She had somehow heard. And now…?

She’ll never come back, he thought. Oh God!

He sat on the porch steps for a while, quietly biting his knuckle.

At three in the morning, in bed, he thought he heard a sigh and soft footsteps in grass, and waited. The photo album lay closed on the floor. Even though it lay shut, he could see and know her face. And it was utterly impossible, utterly insane.

His last thought before sleep was: ghost.

The strangest ghost that ever walked.

The ghost of someone dead.

The ghost of someone who died very old.

But somehow come back not as her old self.

But a ghost that was somehow young.

Weren’t ghosts always, when they returned, the same age as when they died?

No.

Not this one anyway.

“Why…?” he whispered.

And dream took over the whisper.

 

One night passed and then another and another, and there was nothing on the lawn but the light of a moon that changed its face from outright stare to half grimace.

He waited.

The first night a more than ordinarily casual cat crossed the yard at two a.m.

The second night a dog trotted by, wearing his tongue half out of his mouth like a loosely tied red cravat, smiling at trees.

The third night a spider spent from twelve-twenty-five until four a.m. building a baroque clockface on the air between lawn and trees, which a bird broke in passing at dawn.

He slept most of Sunday and awoke with a fever that was not an illness at dusk.

Late in the twilight of the fifth day, the color of the sky somehow promised her return, as did the way the wind leaned against the trees and the look of the moon when it finally rose to set the scene.

“All right,” he said, half aloud. “Now.” But at midnight, nothing.

“Come on,” he whispered.

One o’clock, nothing.

You must, he thought.

No, you will.

He slept for ten minutes and woke suddenly at two-ten, knowing that when he went to the window-She would be there.

She was.

At first, he didn’t see her, and groaned, and then, in the shadow of the great oak far out on the edge of the lawn, he saw something move, and one foot came out, and she took a step and stood very still.

He held his breath, quieted his heart, told himself to turn, walk, and take each step down with precision, numbering them, fifteen, fourteen, thirteen, moving in darkness with no rush, six, five, four, and at last one. He opened the front screen door with only a whisper, and was on the porch without frightening what might be out beyond waiting for him.

Quietly, he moved down the porch steps to the edge of the lawn, like one who stands on the rim of a pond. Out in the center of that pond, the young woman stood, trapped like someone on thin ice that might at any moment break and drop her through.

She did not see him. And then …

She did a thing that was a signal. Tonight her hair was fixed in a knot at the back of her head. She lifted her white arms in a gesture and with one touch of her fingers, a touch of snow, loosened her hair.

It fell in a dark banner, to blow and repattern itself across her shoulders, which trembled with their shadows.

The wind stirred her hair in the night and moved it about her face and on her uplifted hands.

The shadows laid down by the moon under every tree leaned as if called by the motion.

The entire world shifted in its sleep.

The wind blew as the young woman waited.

But no footsteps sounded along the white sidewalks. No front doors opened far down the street. No windows were raised. No motion caused front porches to creak and shift.

He took another step out onto the small meadow of night.

“Who are you-?” she gasped, and stepped back. “No, no,” he said softly. “It’s all right.” Another trembling had taken over her body. Where before it had been some hope, some anticipation, now it was fear. One hand stopped her hair from blowing; the other half shielded her face.

”I’ll stand right here,” he said. ”Believe me.” She waited a long while, staring at him until her shoulders

relaxed and the lines around her mouth vanished. Her whole body sensed the truth of his words.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“I don’t either.” “What are you doing here?”

“I don’t know.” “What am I doing here?”

“You came to meet someone,” he said.

“Did I?”

The town clock struck three in the morning far away. She listened to it, her face shadowed by the sound.

“But it’s so late. People don’t walk around late on front lawns!”

“They do if they must,” he said.

“But why?”

“Maybe we can find out, if we talk.”

“About what, what?!”

“About why you’re here. If we talk long enough, we may know. I know why I’m here, of course. I heard you crying.”

“Oh, I’m so ashamed.”

“Don’t be. Why are people ashamed of tears? I cry often. Then I start laughing. But the crying must come first. Go ahead.”

“What a strange man you are.”

Her hand fell away from her hair. Her other hand moved away so her face was illuminated by a small and growing curiosity.

“I thought I was the only one who knew about crying,” she said.

“Everyone thinks that. It’s one of those little secrets we keep from each other. Show me a serious man and I’ll show you a man who has never wept. Show me a madman and I’ll show you a man who dried his tears a long time ago. Go ahead.”

“I think I’m done,” she said.

“Any time, start over.”

She burst out a tiny laugh. “Oh, you are strange. Who are you?”

“We’ll come to that.”

She peered across the lawn at his hands, his face, his mouth, and then at his eyes.

“Oh, I know you. But from where?!”

“That would spoil it. You wouldn’t believe, anyway.”

“I would!”

Now it was his turn to laugh quietly. “You’re very young.”

“No, nineteen! Ancient!”

“Girls, by the time they go from twelve to nineteen, are full of years, yes. I don’t know; but it must be so. Now, please, why are you out here in the middle of the night?”

“I-” She shut her eyes to think in on it. “I’m waiting.”

“Yes?”

“And I’m sad.”

“It’s the waiting that makes you sad, yes?”

“I think, no, yes, no.”

“And you don’t quite know what you’re waiting for?”

“Oh, I wish I could be sure. All of me’s waiting. I don’t know, all of me. I don’t understand. I’m impossible!”

“No, you’re everyone that ever grew up too fast and wanted too much. I think girls, women, like you have slipped out at night since time began. If it wasn’t here in Green Town, it was in Cairo or Alexandria or Rome or Paris in summer, anywhere there was a private place and late hours and no one to see, so they just rose up and out, as if someone had called their name-”

“I was called, yes! That’s it! Someone did call my name! It’s true. How did you know? Was it you!”

“No. But someone we both know. You’ll know his name when you go back to bed tonight, wherever that is.”

“Why, in that house, behind you,” she said. “That’s my house. I was born in it.”

“Well”-he laughed-“so was I.”

“You? How can that be? Are you sure?”

“Yes. Anyway, you heard someone calling. You had to come out-”

“I did. Many nights now. But, always, no one’s here. They must be there, or why would I hear them?”

“One day there’ll be someone to fit the voice.”

“Oh, don’t joke with me!”

“I’m not. Believe. There will be. That’s what all those other women heard in other years and places, middle of summer, dead of winter, go out and risk cold, stand warm in snow banks, and listen and look for strange footprints on the midnight snow, and only an old dog trotting by, all smiles. Damn, damn.”

“Oh, yes, damn, damn.” And her smile showed for a moment, even as the moon came out of the clouds and went away. “Isn’t it silly?”

“No. Men do the same. They take long walks when they’re sixteen, seventeen. They don’t stand on lawns, waiting, no. But, my God, how they walk! Miles and miles from midnight until dawn and come home exhausted and explode and die in bed.”

“What a shame that those who stand and wait and those who walk all night can’t-”

“Meet?”

“Yes; don’t you think it’s a shame?”

“They do, finally.”

“Oh, no, I shall never meet anyone. I’m old and ugly and terrible and I don’t know how many nights I’ve heard that voice making me come here and there’s nothing and I just want to die.”

“Oh, lovely young girl,” he said gently. “Don’t die. The cavalry is on its way. You will be saved.”

There was such certainty in his voice that it made her glance up again, for she had been looking at her hands and her own soul in her hands.

“You know, don’t you?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You truly know? You tell the truth?”

“Swear to God, swear by all that’s living.”

“Tell me more!”

“There’s little more to tell.”

“Tell me!”

“Everything will be all right with you. Some night soon, or some day, someone will call and they’ll really be there when you come to find. The game will be over.”

“Hide-and-seek, you mean? But it’s gone on too long!”

“It’s almost over, Marie.”

“You know my name!”

He stopped, confused. He had not meant to speak it.

“How did you know, who are you?” she demanded.

“When you get back to sleep tonight, you’ll know. If we say too much, you’ll disappear, or I’ll disappear. I’m not quite sure which of us is real or which is a ghost.”

“Not me! Oh, surely not me. I can feel myself. I’m here. Why, look!” And she showed him the remainder of her tears brushed from her eyelids and held on her palms.

“Oh, that’s real, all right. Well, then, dear young woman, I must be the visitor. I come to tell you it will all go right. Do you believe in special ghosts?”

“Are you special?”

“One of us is. Or maybe both. The ghost of young love or the ghost of the unborn.”

“Is that what I am, you are?”

“Paradoxes aren’t easy to explain.”

“Then, depending on how you look at it, you’re impossible, and so am I.”

“If it makes it easier, just think I’m not really here. Do you believe in ghosts?”

“I think I do.”

“It comes to me to imagine, then, that there are special ghosts in the world. Not ghosts of dead people. But ghosts of want and need, or I guess you might say desire.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, have you ever lain in bed late afternoons, late nights and dreamed something so much, awake, you felt your soul jump out of your body as if something had yanked a long, pure white sheet straight out the window? You want something so much, your soul leaps out and follows, my God, fast?”

“Why … yes. Yes!”

“Boys do that, men do that. When I was twelve I read Burroughs’ Mars novels. John Carter used to stand under the stars, hold up his arms to Mars, and ask to be taken.

And Mars grabbed his soul, yanked him like an aching tooth across space, and landed him in dead Martian seas. That’s boys, that’s men.”

“And girls, women?”

“They dream, yes. And their ghosts come out of their bodies. Living ghosts. Living wants. Living needs.”

“And go to stand on lawns in the middle of winter nights?”

“That’s about it.”

“Am I a ghost, then?”

“Yes, the ghost of wanting so much it kills but doesn’t kill you, shakes and almost breaks you.”

“And you?”

“I must be the answer-ghost.”

“The answer-ghost. What a funny name!”

“Yes. But you’ve asked and I know the answer.”

“Tell me!”

“All right, the answer is this, young girl, young woman. The time of waiting is almost over. Your time of despair will soon be through. Very soon, now, a voice will call and when you come out, both of you, your ghost of want and your body with it, there will be a man to go with the voice that calls.”

“Oh, please don’t tell me that if it isn’t true!” Her voice trembled. Tears flashed again in her eyes. She half raised her arms again in defense.

“I wouldn’t dream to hurt you. I only came to tell.” The town clock struck again in the deep morning. “It’s late,” she said.

“Very late. Get along, now.” “Is that all you’re going to say?” “You don’t need to know any more.” The last echoes of the great clock faded.

“How strange,” she murmured. “The ghost of a question, the ghost of an answer.”

“What better ghosts can there be?”

“None that I ever heard of. We’re twins.”

“Far nearer than you think.”

She took a step, looked down, and gasped with delight. “Look, oh, look. I can move!”

“Yes.”

“What was it you said, boys walk all night, miles and miles?”

“Yes.”

“I could go back in, but I can’t sleep now. I must walk, too.”

“Do that,” he said gently.

“But where shall I go?”

“Why,” he said, and he suddenly knew. He knew where to send her and was suddenly angry with himself for knowing, angry with her for asking. A burst of jealousy welled in him. He wanted to race down the street to a certain house where a certain young man lived in another year and break the window, burn the roof. And yet, oh, yet, if he did that!?

“Yes?” she said, for he had kept her waiting.

Now, he thought, you must tell her. There’s no escape.

For if you don’t tell her, angry fool, you yourself will never be born.

A wild laugh burst from his mouth, a laugh that accepted the entire night and time and all his crazed thinking.

“So you want to know where to go?” he said at last.

“Oh, yes!”

He nodded his head. “Up to that corner, four blocks to the right, one block to the left.”

She repeated it quickly. “And the final number?!”

“Eleven Green Park.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you!” She ran a few steps, then stopped, bewildered. Her hands were helpless at her throat. Her mouth trembled. “Silly. I hate to leave.”

“Why?”

“Why, because … I’m afraid I’ll never see you again!”

“You will. Three years from now.”

“Are you sure?”

“I won’t look quite the same. But it’ll be me. And you’ll know me forever.”

“Oh, I’m glad for that. Your face is familiar. I somehow know you well.”

She began to walk slowly, looking over at him as he stood near the porch of the house.

“Thanks,” she said. “You’ve saved my life.”

“And my own along with it.”

The shadows of a tree fell across her face, touched her cheeks, moved in her eyes.

“Oh, Lord! Girls lie in bed nights listing the names for their future children. Silly. Joe. John. Christopher. Samuel. Stephen. And right now, Will.” She touched the gentle rise of her stomach, then lifted her hand out halfway to point to him in the night. “Is your name Will?”

“Yes.”

Tears absolutely burst from her eyes. He wept with her.

“Oh, that’s fine, fine,” she said at last. “I can go now. I won’t be out here on the lawn anymore. Thank God, thank you. Good night.”

She went away into the shadows across the lawn and along the sidewalk down the street. At the far corner he saw her turn and wave and walk away.

“Good night,” he said quietly.

I am not born yet, he thought, or she has been dead many years, which is it? which?

The moon sailed into clouds.

The motion touched him to step, walk, go up the porch stairs, wait, look out at the lawn, go inside, shut the door.

A wind shook the trees.

The moon came out again and looked upon a lawn where two sets of footprints, one going one way, one going another in the dew, slowly, slowly, as the night continued, vanished.

By the time the moon had gone down the sky there was only an empty lawn and no sign, and much dew.

The great town clock struck six in the morning. Fire showed in the east. A cock crowed.



The Finnegan
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To say that I have been haunted for the rest of my life by the affair Finnegan is to grossly understate the events leading up to that final melancholy. Only now, at threescore and ten, can I write these words for an astonished constabulary who may well run with picks and shovels to unearth my truths or bury my lies.

The facts are these:

Three children went astray and were missed. Their bodies were found in the midst of Chatham Forest and each bore no marks of criminal assassination, but all had suffered their lifeblood to be drained. Only their skin remained like that of some discolored vineyard grapes withered by sunlight and no rain.

From the withered detritus of these innocents rose fresh rumors of vampires or similar beasts with similar appetites. Such myths always pursue the facts to stun them in their tracks. It could only have been a tombyard beast, it was said, that fed on and destroyed three lives and ruined three dozen more.

The children were buried in the most holy ground. Soon after, Sir Robert Merriweather, pretender to the throne of Sherlock Holmes but modestly refusing the claim, moved through the ten dozen doors of his antique house to come forth to search for this terrible thief of life. With myself, I might add, to carry his brandy and bumbershoot and warn him of underbrush pitfalls in that dark and mysterious forest.

Sir Robert Merriweather, you say?

Just that. Plus the ten times ten plus twelve amazing doors in his shut-up house.

Were the doors used? Not one in nine. How had they appeared in Sir Robert’s old manse? He had shipped them in, as a collector of doors, from Rio, Paris, Rome, Tokyo, and mid-America. Once collected, he had stashed them, hinged, to be seen from both sides, on the walls of his upper and lower chambers. There he conducted tours of these odd portals for such antique fools as were ravished by the sight of the curiously overdone, the undersimplified, the rococo, or some First Empire cast aside by Napoleon’s nephews or seized from Hermann Goering, who had in turn ransacked the Louvre. Others, pelted by Oklahoma dust storms, were jostled home in flatbeds cushioned by bright posters from carnivals buried in the windblown desolations of 1936 America. Name your least favorite door, it was his. Name the best quality, he owned it also, hidden and safe, true beauties behind oblivion’s portals.

I had come to see his doors, not the deaths. At his behest, which was a command, I had bought my curiosity a steamship ticket and arrived to find Sir Robert involved not with ten dozen doors, but some great dark door. A mysterious portal, still un-found. And beneath? A tomb.

Sir Robert hurried the grand tour, opening and shutting panels rescued from Peking, long buried near Etna, or filched from Nantucket. But his heart, gone sick, was not in this, what should have been delightful, tour.

He described the spring rains that drenched the country to make things green, only to have people to walk out in that fine weather and one week find the body of a boy emptied of life through two incisions in his neck, and in the next weeks, the bodies of the two girls. People shouted for the police and sat drinking in pubs, their faces long and pale, while mothers locked their children home where fathers lectured on the dooms that lay in Chatham Forest.

“Will you come with me,” said Sir Robert at last, “on a very strange, sad picnic?”

“I will,” I said.

So we snapped ourselves in weather-proofs, lugged a hamper of sandwiches and red wine, and plunged into the forest on a drear Sunday.

There was time, as we moved down a hill into the dripping gloom of the trees, to recall what the papers had said about the vanished children’s bloodless flesh, the police thrashing the forest ten dozen times, clueless, while the surrounding estates slammed their doors drum-tight at sunset.

“Rain. Damn. Rain!” Sir Robert’s pale face stared up, his gray mustache quivering over his thin mouth. He was sick and brittle and old. “Our picnic will be ruined!”

“Picnic?” I said. “Will our killer join us for eats?”

“I pray to God he will,” Sir Robert said. “Yes, pray to God he will.”

We walked through a land that was now mists, now dim sunlight, now forest, now open glade, until we came into a silent part of the woods, a silence made of the way the trees grew wetly together and the way the green moss lay in swards and hillocks. Spring had not yet filled the empty trees. The sun was like an arctic disk, withdrawn, cold, and almost dead.

“This is the place,” said Sir Robert at last.

“Where the children were found?” I inquired.

“Their bodies empty as empty can be.”

I looked at the glade and thought of the children and the people who had stood over them with startled faces and the police who had come to whisper and touch and go away, lost.

“The murderer was never apprehended?”

“Not this clever fellow. How observant are you?” asked Sir Robert.

“What do you want observed?”

“There’s the catch. The police slipped up. They were stupidly anthropomorphic about the whole bloody mess, seeking a killer with two arms, two legs, a suit of clothes, and a knife. So hypnotized with their human concept of the killer that they overlooked one obvious unbelievable fact about this place. So!”

He gave his cane a quick light tap on the earth.

Something happened. I stared at the ground. “Do that again,” I whispered.

“You saw it?”

“I thought I saw a small trapdoor open and shut. May I have your cane?”

He gave me the cane. I tapped the ground. It happened again.

“A spider!” I cried. “Gone! God, how quick!”

“Finnegan,” Sir Robert muttered.

“What?”

“You know the old saying: in again, out again, Finnegan. Here.”

With his penknife, Sir Robert dug in the soil to lift an entire clod of earth, breaking off bits to show me the tunnel. The spider, in panic, leaped out its small wafer door and fell to the ground.

Sir Robert handed me the tunnel. “Like gray velvet. Feel. A model builder, that small chap. A tiny shelter, camouflaged, and him alert. He could hear a fly walk. Then pounce out, seize, pop back, slam the lid!”

“I didn’t know you loved Nature.”

“Loathe it. But this wee chap, there’s much we share. Doors. Hinges. Wouldn’t consider other arachnids. But my love of portals drew me to study this incredible carpenter.” Sir Robert worked the trap on its cobweb hinges. “What craftsmanship! And it all ties to the tragedies!”

“The murdered children?”

Sir Robert nodded. “Notice any special thing about this forest?”

“It’s too quiet.”

“Quiet!” Sir Robert smiled weakly. “Vast quantities of silence. No familiar birds, beetles, crickets, toads. Not a rustle or stir. The police didn’t notice. Why should they? But it was this absence of sound and motion in the glade that prompted my wild theory about the murders.”

He toyed with the amazing structure in his hands.

“What would you say if you could imagine a spider large enough, in a hideout big enough, so that a running child might hear a vacuumed sound, be seized, and vanish with a soft thud below. How say you?” Sir Robert stared at the trees. “Poppycock and bilge? Yet, why not? Evolution, selection, growth, mutations, and-pfft!”

Again he tapped with his cane. A trapdoor flew open, shut.

“Finnegan,” he said.

The sky darkened.

“Rain!” Casting a cold gray eye at the clouds, he stretched his frail hand to touch the showers. “Damn! Arachnids hate rain. And so will our huge dark Finnegan.”

“Finnegan!” I cried irritably.

“I believe in him, yes.”

“A spider larger than a child?!”

“Twice as large.”

The cold wind blew a mizzle of rain over us. “Lord, I hate to leave. Quick, before we go. Here.”

Sir Robert raked away the old leaves with his cane, revealing two globular gray-brown objects.

“What are they?” I bent. “Old cannonballs?”

“No.” He cracked the grayish globes. “Soil, through and through.”

I touched the crumbled bits.

“Our Finnegan excavates,” said Sir Robert. “To make his tunnel. With his large rakelike chelicerae he dislodges soil, works it into a ball, carries it in his jaws, and drops it beyond his hole.”

Sir Robert displayed half a dozen pellets on his trembling palm. “Normal balls evicted from a tiny trapdoor tunnel. Toy-size.” He knocked his cane on the huge globes at our feet. “Explain those!”

I laughed. “The children must’ve made them with mud!”

“Nonsense!” cried Sir Robert irritably, glaring about at trees and earth. “By God, somewhere, our dark beast lurks beneath his velvet lid. We might be standing on it. Christ, don’t stare! His door has beveled rims. Some architect, this Finnegan. A genius at camouflage.”

Sir Robert raved on and on, describing the dark earth, the arachnid, its fiddling legs, its hungry mouth, as the wind roared and the trees shook.

Suddenly, Sir Robert flung up his cane.

“No!” he cried.

I had no time to turn. My flesh froze, my heart stopped.

Something snatched my spine.

I thought I heard a huge bottle uncorked, a lid sprung. Then this monstrous thing crawled down my back.

“Here!” cried Sir Robert. “Now!”

He struck with his cane. I fell, dead weight. He thrust the thing from my spine. He lifted it.

The wind had cracked the dead tree branch and knocked it onto my back.

Weakly, I tried to rise, shivering. “Silly,” I said a dozen times. “Silly. Damn awful silly!”

“Silly, no. Brandy, yes!” said Sir Robert. “Brandy?”

The sky was very black now. The rain swarmed over us.

 

Door after door after door, and at last into Sir Robert’s country house study. A warm, rich room, where a fire smoldered on a drafty hearth. We devoured our sandwiches, waiting for the rain to cease. Sir Robert estimated that it would stop by eight o’clock, when, by moonlight, we might return, ever so reluctantly, to Chatham Forest. I remembered the fallen branch, its spidering touch, and drank both wine and brandy.

“The silence in the forest,” said Sir Robert, finishing his meal. “What murderer could achieve such a silence?”

“An insanely clever man with a series of baited, poisoned traps, with liberal quantities of insecticide, might kill off every bird, every rabbit, every insect,” I said.

“Why should he do that?”

“To convince us that there is a large spider nearby. To perfect his act.”

“We are the only ones who have noticed this silence; the police did not. Why should a murderer go to all that trouble for nothing?”

“Why is a murderer? you might well ask.”

“I am not convinced.” Sir Robert topped his food with wine. “This creature, with a voracious mouth, has cleansed the forest. With nothing left, he seized the children. The silence, the murders, the prevalence of trapdoor spiders, the large earth balls, it all fits.”

Sir Robert’s fingers crawled about the desktop, quite like a washed, manicured spider in itself. He made a cup of his frail hands, held them up.

“At the bottom of a spider’s burrow is a dustbin into which drop insect remnants on which the spider has dined. Imagine the dustbin of our Grand Finnegan!”

I imagined. I visioned a Great Legged thing fastened to its dark lid under the forest and a child running, singing in the half-light. A brisk insucked whisk of air, the song cut short, then nothing but an empty glade and the echo of a softly dropped lid, and beneath the dark earth the spider, fiddling, cabling, spinning the stunned child in its silently orchestrating legs.

What would the dustbin of such an incredible spider resemble? What the remnants of many banquets? I shuddered.

“Rain’s letting up.” Sir Robert nodded his approval. “Back to the forest. I’ve mapped the damned place for weeks. All the bodies were found in one half-open glade. That’s where the assassin, if it was a man, arrives! Or where the unnatural silk-spinning, earth-tunneling architect of special doors abides his tomb.”

“Must I hear all this?” I protested.

“Listen more.” Sir Robert downed the last of his burgundy. “The poor children’s prolapsed corpses were found at thirteen-day intervals. Which means that every two weeks our loathsome eight-legged hide-and-seeker must feed. Tonight is the fourteenth night after the last child was found, nothing but skin. Tonight our hidden friend must hunger afresh. So! Within the hour, I shall introduce you to Finnegan the great and horrible!”

“All of which,” I said, “makes me want to drink.”

“Here I go.” Sir Robert stepped through one of his Louis the Fourteenth portals. “To find the last and final and most awful door in all my life. You will follow.”

Damn, yes! I followed.

 

The sun had set, the rain was gone, and the clouds cleared off to show a cold and troubled moon. We moved in our own silence and the silence of the exhausted paths and glades while Sir Robert handed me a small silver pistol.

“Not that that would help. Killing an outsize arachnid is sticky. Hard to know where to fire the first shot. If you miss, there’ll be no time for a second. Damned things, large or small, move in the instant!”

“Thanks.” I took the weapon. “I need a drink.”

“Done.” Sir Robert handed me a silver brandy flask. “Drink as needed.”

I drank. “What about you?”

“I have my own special flask.” Sir Robert lifted it. “For the right time.”

“Why wait?”

“I must surprise the beast and mustn’t be drunk at the encounter. Four seconds before the thing grabs me, I will imbibe of this dear Napoleon stuff, spiced with a rude surprise.

“Surprise?”

“Ah, wait. You’ll see. So will this dark thief of life. Now, dear sir, here we part company. I this way, you yonder. Do you mind?”

“Mind when I’m scared gutless? What’s that?”

“Here. If I should vanish.” He handed me a sealed letter. “Read it aloud to the constabulary. It will help them locate me and Finnegan, lost and found.”

“Please, no details. I feel like a damned fool following you while Finnegan, if he exists, is underfoot snug and warm, saying, ‘Ah, those idiots above running about, freezing. I think I’ll let them freeze.’ “

“One hopes not. Get away now. If we walk together, he won’t jump up. Alone, he’ll peer out the merest crack, glom the scene with a huge bright eye, flip down again, ssst, and one of us gone to darkness.”

“Not me, please. Not me.”

We walked on about sixty feet apart and beginning to lose one another in the half moonlight.

“Are you there?” called Sir Robert from half the world away in leafy dark.

“I wish I weren’t,” I yelled back.

“Onward!” cried Sir Robert. “Don’t lose sight of me. Move closer. We’re near on the site. I can intuit, I almost feel-”

As a final cloud shifted, moonlight glowed brilliantly to show Sir Robert waving his arms about like antennae, eyes half shut, gasping with expectation.

“Closer, closer,” I heard him exhale. “Near on. Be still. Perhaps . .

He froze in place. There’ was something in his aspect that made me want to leap, race, and yank him off the turf he had chosen.

“Sir Robert, oh, God!” I cried. “Run!”

He froze. One hand and arm orchestrated the air, feeling, probing, while his other hand delved, brought forth his silver-coated flask of brandy. He held it high in the moonlight, a toast to doom. Then, afflicted with need, he took one, two, three, my God, four incredible swigs!

Arms out, balancing the wind, tilting his head back, laughing like a boy, he swigged the last of his mysterious drink.

“All right, Finnegan, below and beneath!” he cried. “Come get me!”

He stomped his foot.

Cried out victorious.

And vanished.

It was all over in a second.

A flicker, a blur, a dark bush had grown up from the earth with a whisper, a suction, and the thud of a body dropped and a door shut.

The glade was empty.

“Sir Robert. Quick!”

But there was no one to quicken.

Not thinking that I might be snatched and vanished, I lurched to the spot where Sir Robert had drunk his wild toast.

I stood staring down at earth and leaves with not a sound save my heart beating while the leaves blew away to reveal only pebbles, dry grass, and earth.

I must have lifted my head and bayed to the moon like a dog, then fell to my knees, fearless, to dig for lids, for tunneled tombs where a voiceless tangle of legs wove themselves, binding and mummifying a thing that had been my friend. This is his final door, I thought insanely, crying the name of my friend.

I found only his pipe, cane, and empty brandy flask, flung down when he had escaped night, life, everything.

Swaying up, I fired the pistol six times here into the unanswering earth, a dumb thing gone stupid as I finished and staggered over his instant graveyard, his locked-in tomb, listening for muffled screams, shrieks, cries, but heard none. I ran in circles, with no ammunition save my weeping shouts. I would have stayed all night, but a downpour of leaves, a great spidering flourish of broken branches, fell to panic and suffer my heart. I fled, still calling his name to a silence lidded by clouds that hid the moon.

At his estate, I beat on the door, wailing, yanking, until I recalled: it opened inward, it was unlocked.

Alone in the library, with only liquor to help me live, I read the letter that Sir Robert had left behind:

 

_My dear Douglas:

I am old and have seen much but am not mad. Finnegan exists. My chemist had provided me with a sure poison that I will mix in my brandy for our walk. I will drink all. Finnegan, not knowing me as a poisoned morsel will give me a swift invite. Now you see me, now you don’t. I will then be the weapon of his death, minutes after my own. I do not think there is another outsize nightmare like him on earth. Once gone, that’s the end.

Being old, I am immensely curious. I fear not death, for my physicians tell me that f no accidents kill me, cancer will.

I thought of giving a poisoned rabbit to our nightmare assassin. But then I’d never know where he was or if he really existed. Finnegan would die unseen in his monstrous closet, and I never the wiser. This way, for one victorious moment, I will know. Fear for me. Envy me. Pray for me. Sorry to abandon you without farewells. Dear friend, carry on._

 

I folded the letter and wept.

No more was ever heard of him.

Some say Sir Robert killed himself, an actor in his own melodrama, and that one day we shall unearth his brooding, lost, and Gothic body and that it was he who killed the children and that his preoccupation with doors and hinges, and more doors, led him, crazed, to study this one species of spider, and wildly plan and build the most amazing door in history, an insane burrow into which he popped to die, before my eyes, thus hoping to perpetuate the incredible Finnegan.

But I have found no burrow. I do not believe a man could construct such a pit, even given Sir Robert’s overwhelming passion for doors.

I can only ask, would a man murder, draw his victims’ blood, build an earthen vault? For what motive? Create the finest secret exit in all time? Madness. And what of those large grayish balls of earth supposedly tossed forth from the spider’s lair?

Somewhere, Finnegan and Sir Robert lie clasped in a velvet-lined unmarked crypt, deep under. Whether one is the paranoiac alter ego of the other, I cannot say. But the murders have ceased, the rabbits once more rush in Chatham Forest, and its bushes teem with butterflies and birds. It is another spring, and the children run again through a loud glade, no longer silent.

Finnegan and Sir Robert, requiescat in peace.



The Ghost in the Machine




1996
The talk in the village in the year 1853 was, of course, about the madman above, in his sod-and-brick hut, with an untended garden and a wife who had fled, silent about his madness, never to return.

The people of the village had never drunk enough courage to go see what the special madness was or why the wife had vanished, tear-stained, leaving a vacuum into which atmospheres had rushed to thunder-clap.

And yet…

On a sweltering hot day with no cloud to offer shadow comfort and no threat of rain to cool man or beast, the Searcher arrived. Which is to say, Dr. Mortimer Goff, a man of many parts, most of them curious and self-serving, but also traveling the world for some baroque event, or miraculous revelation.

The good doctor came tramping up the hill, stumbling over cobbles that were more stone than paving, having abandoned his coach-and-horses, fearful of crippling them with such a climb.

Dr. Goff it turned out, had come from London, inhaling fogs, bombarded by storms, and now, stunned by too much light and heat, this good if curious physician stopped, exhausted, to lean against a fence, sight further up the hill, and ask:

“Is this the way to the lunatic?”

A farmer who was more scarecrow than human raised his eyebrows and snorted, “That would be Elijah Wetherby.”

”If lunatics have names, yes.”

“We call him crazed or mad, but lunatic will do. It sounds like book learning. Are you one of  those?”

“I own books, yes, and chemical retorts and a skeleton that was once a man, and a permanent pass to the London Historical and Scientific Museum-”

“All well and good,” the farmer interrupted, “but of no use for failed crops and a dead wife. Follow your nose. And when you find the fool or whatever you name him, take him with you. We’re tired of his shouts and commotions late nights in his iron foundry and anvil menagerie. Rumor says he will soon finish some monster that will run to kill us all.”

“Is that true?” asked Dr. Goff.

“No, it lies easy on my tongue. Good day, Doctor, and God deliver you from the lightning bolts that wait for you above.”

With this the farmer spaded the earth to bury the conversation.

So the curious doctor, threatened, climbed on, under a dark cloud which did not stop the sun.

And at last arrived at a hut that seemed more tomb than home, surrounded by land more graveyard than garden.

Outside the ramshackle sod-and-brick dwelling a shadow stepped forth, as if waiting, and became an old, very old, man.

“Well, there you are at last!” it cried.

Dr. Goff reared back at this. “You sound, sir, as if you  expected me!”

“I did,” said the old man, “some years ago! What  took you so long?”

“You are not exactly cheek by jowl with London, sir.”

“I am not,” the old man agreed and added, “The name is Wetherby. The  Inventor”

“Mr. Wetherby, the Inventor. I am Dr. Goff, the so-called Searcher, for I move in behalf of our good Queen, turning rocks, digging truffles, curious for stuffs that might delight her Majesty or fill her museums, shops, and streets in the greatest city in the world. Have I reached the right place?”

“And just in time, for I am now in my eightieth year and of inconsequential vigor. If you had arrived next year, you might have found me in the churchyard. Do come in!”

At this moment, Dr. Goff heard a gathering of people behind him, all with a most unpleasant muttering, so at Mr. Wetherby’s beckoning, he was glad to enter, sit, and watch an almost rare whiskey being poured without invitation. When he had quaffed the glass, Dr. Goff swiveled his gaze about the room.

“Well, where  is it?”

“Where is what, sir?”

“The lunatic device, the insane machine that goes nowhere but in going might run down a child, a lamb, a priest, a nun, or an old blind dog,  where?”

“So I am that famous, am I?” The old man let a few crumbs of laughter fall from his toothless mouth. “Well, sir. I keep it locked in the goats’ shed behind: the outhouse of machines. Finish that to strengthen your sanity when you at last behold the delight and grievance of my long inventive life. So!”

The doctor drank, was replenished and soon out the door, across a small, smooth circle of turf, and to a shed whose door was triple-kept with numerous padlocks and keys. Old Wetherby entered, lit many candles, and beckoned the good doctor in.

He pointed as to a manger. The medical Searcher looked, expecting a mother, crib, and holy babe by the way Wetherby gestured and cried:

“There she  be!”

“Is it female, then?”

“Come to think, she  is!”

And there in the candlelight was Wetherby’s mechanical pride.

Dr. Goff coughed, to hide his chagrin.

“That, sir, is but a metal  frame!”

“But what a frame to hold  velocities! Ha!”

And the old man, young with fevers, rushed to seize a largish wheel which he transported to fit to the front part of the frame. Then he fetched yet another circular object to fit into the frame’s rear.

“Well?” he cried.

“I see two wheels,  half  a cart, and no horse!”

“We will shoot all horses!” exclaimed Wetherby. “My invention, by the tens of thousands, will shy off all horses and banish manures. Do you know, each day in London a thousand tons of horse clods must be cleared, fertilizer wasted, not spread on neighbor fields but dumped as sludge down-Thames. God, how I talk!”

“But, sir, continue. Those look to be spinning wheels, borrowed from nearby farms?”

“They are, but spliced and strengthened with metal to sustain” - Wetherby touched himself - “one hundred twenty pounds. And here’s the saddle for that weight.” Whereupon he fitted a saddle mid-frame. “And here the stirrups and ribbon to run the back wheel.” So saying, he affixed a longish leather ribbon to one stirrup’s rotary and tightened it on a spool at the rear.

“Do you begin to perceive, Doctor?”

“I am stranded in ignorance, sir.

“Well, then, be alert, for I now enthrone myself.”

And the old man, light as a chimpanzee, slung himself in place on a leather seat mid-frame between the silent spinning wheels.

“I still see no horse, sir.”

“I am the horse, Doctor. I am the horse a-gallop!”

And the old man thrust his feet in the stirrups to chum them up, around, and down; up, around, and down; as the rear wheels, provoked, did likewise, up, down, around, with a lovely hum, fastened in place on the platform planks.

“Aha.” The doctor’s face brightened. “This is a device to manufacture electrical power? Something from Benjamin Franklin’s storm-lightning notebooks?!”

“Gods, no. It  could make lightnings, yes! But this, sir, not seeming one,  is a horse, and I its night rider! So!”

And Wetherby pumped and wheezed, wheezed and pumped, and the rear wheels, locked in place, spun faster, faster, with a siren whine.

“All very well,” snorted the good doctor, “but the horse, if it is, and the rider, if you  are, seem to be going nowhere! What will you  call your machine?”

“I have had many nights and years to think.” Wetherby pumped and wheezed. “The Velocitor, perhaps.” Pumpwheeze. “Or the Precipitor, but no, that sounds as if I might be thrown from my ‘horse.’ The Galvanizer, yes? Or why not-” Wheeze-pump. “The Landstride or Diminisher, for-” Wheeze-pump. “It does diminish time and distance. Doctor, you know Latin, eh? So, feet to wheel, wheel run by feet  name it!”

“The Elijah, your given name, sir, the Elijah.”

“But he saw a wheel way in the middle of the air and it was a wheel in a wheel, is that not so?”

“When last I was in church, yes. And you are grounded, that is plain to see. Why not Velocipede, then? Having to do with speed and the applied toe and ankle?”

“Close-on, Dr. Goff, close-on. Why do you stare so fixedly?”

“It comes to mind that great times call forth great inventions. The inventor is child to his year and day. This is not a great time for such as you and yours. Did this century call you forth as its mightiest of all men of genius?”

Old Wetherby let his machine coast for a moment and smiled.

“No, I and my Tilda here, I call her Tilda, will instead be the gravity that calls forth the century. We will influence the year, the decade, and the millennium!”

“It is hard for me to believe,” said the medical gentleman, “that you will build a road from your sill to the city on which to glide your not-inconsiderable dream.”

“Nay, Doctor, the reverse is true. The city, and the world when they know me1 and this will run a concourse here to deliver me to fame.”

“Your head knocks heaven, Mr. Wetherby,” said the doctor dryly. “But your roots ache for sustenance, water, minerals, air. You stroke and pump wildly, but go nowhere. Once off that rack, will you not fall on your side, destroyed?”

“Nay, nay.” Wetherby, in gusts, pumped again. “For I have discovered some physics, as yet nameless. The faster you propel this bodily device, the less tendency to fall left or right but continue straight, if no obstacles prevent!”

“With only  two wheels beneath? Prove it. Release your invention, set it free in flight, let us see you sustain your forward motion without breaking your bum!”

“Oh, God, shut up!” cried Wetherby as his kindling legs thrashed the pedals, racketing round as he leaned into a phantom wind, eyes clenched against an invisible storm, and churned the wheels to a frenzy. “Don’t you hear? Listen. That whine, that cry, that whisper. The ghost in the machine, which promises things most new, unseen, unrealized, only a dream now but  tomorrow - Great God, don’t you  see?! If I were on a  real path this would be swifter than gazelles, a panic of deer! All pedestrians vanquished. All coach-and-horses in dust! Not twenty miles a day, but thirty, forty miles in a single glorious  hour! Stand off, Time. Beware, meadow-beasts! Here glides, in full plummet, Wetherby with  nothing to stop him!”

“Aye,” said the Searcher dryly, “you pump up a storm on that stand. But, set free, how would you balance on only  two wheels!?”

“Like this!” cried Wetherby, and with a thrust of his hands and an uplift of frame, seized the Traveler, the Motion Machine, the Pathfinder, up free of its stand and in an instant plunged through the room and out the door, with Dr. Goff, in full pursuit, yelling:

“Stop! You’ll kill yourself!”

“No, exhilarate my heart, oxygenate my blood!” cried Wetherby, and there he was in a chicken-yard he had trampled flat, paths some sixty feet around on which he now flailed his metal machine with scythings of ankle, toe, heel, and leg, sucking air, gusting out great laughs. “See? I do  not fall! Two legs, two wheels, and:  presto!”

 

“My God!” cried Dr. Goff, eyes thrust forth like hardboiled eggs. “God’s truth! How so?!”

“I fly forward faster than I fall downward, an unguessed law of physics. But lo! I almost fly. Fly! Good-bye horses, doomed and dead!”

And with “dead” he was overcome with such a delirium of pant and pump, perspiration raining off him in showers, that with a great cry, he wobbled and was flung, a meteor of flesh, over and down on a coop where the chickens, in dumb feather-duster alarms, exploded in shrieks as Wetherby slid in one direction while his vehicle, self-motivated, wheels a-spin, mounted Dr. Goff, who jumped aside, fearful of being spliced.

Wetherby, helped to his feet, protested his trajectory:

“Ignore that! Do you at last understand?”

“Fractures, wounds, broken skulls, yes!”

“No, a future brave with motion, ‘tween my legs. You have come a long way, Doctor. Will you adopt and further my machine?”

“Well,” said the doctor, already out of the yard, into the house, and to the front door, his face confused, his wits a patch of nettles. “Ah,” he said.

“Say you will, Doctor. Or my device dies, and I  with it!”

“But…” said the doctor and opened the outer door, only to draw back, alarmed. “What have I done!” he cried.

Peering over his shoulder, Wetherby expressed further alarm. “Your presence is known, Doctor; the word has spread. A lunatic has come to visit a lunatic.”

And it was true. On the road and in the front garden yard were some twelve or twenty farmers and villagers, some with rocks, some with clubs, and with looks of malice or outright hostility caught in their eyes and mouths.

“There they are!” someone cried.

“Have you come to take him away?” someone else shouted.

“Yah” echoed the struggling crowd, moving forward.

Thinking quickly, Dr. Goff replied, “Yes. I will take him away!” And turned back to the old man.

“Take me where, Doctor?” whispered Wetherby, clutching his elbow.

“One moment!” cried the doctor to the crowd, which then subsided in murmurs. “Let me think.”

Standing back, cudgeling his bald spot, and then massaging his brow for rampant inspiration, Dr. Goff at last exhaled in triumph.

“I have it, by George. A genius of an idea, which will please both villagers, to be rid of you, and you, to be rid of them.”

“What, what, Doctor?”

“Why, sir, you are to come down to London under cover of night and I will let you through the side door of my museum with your blasphemous toy of Satan .

“To what purpose?”

“Purpose? Why, sir, I have found the path, the smooth surface, the road you spoke of at some future time!”

“The road, the path, the surface?”

“The museum floors, marble, smooth, lovely, wondrous, ohmigod, for all your needs!”

“Needs?”

“Don’t be thick. Each night, as many nights as you wish, to your heart’s content, you can ride that wheeled demon round and round, past the Rembrandts and Turners and Fra Angelicos, through the Grecian statues and Roman busts, careful of porcelains, minding the crystals, but pumping away like Lucifer all night till dawn!”

“Oh, dear God,” murmured Wetherby, “why didn’t  I think?”

“If you  had you would’ve been too shy to  ask!”

 

“The only place in the world with roads like future roads, paths like tomorrow’s paths, boulevards without cobbles, pure as Aphrodite’s cheeks! Smooth as Apollo’s rump!”

And here Wetherby unlocked his eyes to let fall tears, pent up for months and long hilltop years.

“Don’t cry,” said Dr. Goff.

“I must, with joy, or burst. Do you mean it?”

“My good man, here’s my  hand!”

They shook and the shaking let free at least one drop of rain from the good doctor’s cheek, also.

“The excitement will kill me,” said Wetherby, wiping the backs of his fists across his eyes.

“No better way to die! Tomorrow night?”

“But what will people say as I lead my machine through the streets to your museum?”

“If anyone sees, say you’re a gypsy who’s stolen treasure from a distant year. Well, well, Elijah Wetherby, I’m off.”

“Be careful downhill.”

“Careful.”

Half out the door, Dr. Goff tripped on a cobble and almost fell as a farmer said:

“Did you see the lunatic?”

“I did.”

“Will you take him to a madhouse?”

“Yes. Asylum.” Dr. Goff adjusted his cuffs. “Crazed. Worthless. You will see him no more!”

“Good!” said all as he passed.

“Grand,” said Goff and picked his way down the stone path, listening.

And uphill was there not a final, joyful, wheel-circling cry from that distant yard?

Dr. Goff snorted.

“Think on it,” he said, half aloud, “no more horses, no

more  manure! Think!”

And, thinking, fell on the cobbles, lurching toward London and the future.



Zaharoff/Richter Mark V
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In the twilight just before sunrise, it was the most ordinary-looking building he had seen since the chicken farm of his youth. It stood in the middle of an empty field full of cricket weeds and cacti, mostly dust and some neglected footpaths in the half darkness.

Charlie Crowe left the Rolls-Royce engine run-fling at the curb behind him and babbled going along the shadowed path, leading the way for Rank Gibson, who glanced back at the gently purring car.

“Shouldn’t you-”

“No, no,” Charlie Crowe cut in. “No one would steal a Rolls-Royce, now, would they? How far would they get, to the next corner? Before someone else stole it from them! Come along!”

“What’s the hurry, we’ve got all morning!”

“That’s what you think, chum. We’ve got-‘ Charlie Crowe eyed his watch. “Twenty minutes, maybe fifteen for the fast tour, the coming disaster, the revelations, the whole bit!”

 

“Don’t talk so fast and slow down, you’ll give me a heart attack.”

“Save it for breakfast. Here. Put this in your pocket.”

Hank Gibson looked at the coupon-green diploma.

“Insurance?”

“On your house, as of yesterday.”

“But we don’t need-”

“Yes, you do, but don’t know it. Sign the duplicate. Here. Can you see? Here’s my flashlight and my pen. Thatsa boy. Give one to me. One for you-”

“Christ-”

“No swearing. You’re all protected now, no matter what. Jig time.”

And before he knew it, Hank Gibson was elbow-fetched through a paint-flaked door inside to yet another locked door, which opened when Charlie Crowe pointed his electric laser at it. They stepped into-

“An elevator! What’s an elevator doing in a shack in an empty lot at five in the morning-”

“Hush.”

The floor sank under them and they traveled what might have been seventy or eighty feet straight down to where another door whispered aside and they stepped out into a long hall of a dozen doors on each side with a few dozen pleasantly glowing lights above. Before he could exclaim again, Hank Gibson was hustled past these doors that bore the names of cities and countries.

“Damn,” cried Hank Gibson, “I hate being rushed through one god-awful mystery after another. I’m working on a novel and a feature for my newspaper. I’ve no time-”

“For the biggest story in the world? Bosh! You and I will write it, share the profits! You can’t resist. Calamities. Chaos. Holocausts !”

“You were always great for hyperbole-”

“Quiet. It’s my turn to show and tell.” Charlie Crowe displayed his wristwatch. “We’re wasting time. Where do we start?” He waved at the two dozen shut doors surrounding them with labels marked CONSTANTINOPLE, MEXICO CITY, LIMA, SAN FRANCISCO on one side.

Eighteen ninety-seven, 1914, 1938, 1963 on the other. Also, a special door marked HAUSSMANN, 1870.

“Places and dates, dates and places. How in hell should I know why or how to choose?”

“Don’t these cities and dates ring any bells, stir any dust? Peek here. Glance there. Go on.”

Hank Gibson peeked.

To one side, through a glass window on the topmost part of a door marked 1789, he saw:

“Looks like Paris.”

“Press the button there under the glass.”

Hank Gibson pressed the button.

“Now look!”

Hank Gibson looked.

“My God, Paris. In flames. And there’s the guillotine!”

“Correct. Now. Next door. Next window.”

Hank Gibson moved and peeked.

“Paris again, by God. Do I press the button?”

“Why not?”

He pressed.

“Jesus, it’s still burning. But this time it’s 1870. The Commune?”

“Paris fighting Hessians outside the city, Parisians killing Parisians inside the city. Nothing like the French, eh? Move!”

They reached a third window. Gibson peered.

“Paris. But not burning. There go the taxicabs. I know. Nineteen sixteen. Paris saved by one thousand Paris taxis carrying troops to fend off the Germans outside the city!”

“A-One! Next?”

At a fourth window.

“Paris intact. But over here. Dresden? Berlin? London? All destroyed.”

“Right. How do you like the three-dimension virtual reality? Superb! Enough of cities and war. Across the hall. Go down the line. All those doors with different kinds of devastation.”

“Mexico City? I was there once, in ‘46.”

“Press.”

Hank Gibson pressed the button.

The city fell, shook, fell.

“The earthquake of ‘84?”

“Eight-five, to be exact.”

“Christ, those poor people. Bad enough they’re poor. But thousands killed, maimed, made poorer. And the government-”

“Not giving a damn. Move.”

They stopped at a door marked ARMENIA 1988.

Gibson squinted in, pressed the button.

“Major country, Armenia. Major country-gone.”

“Biggest quake in that territory in half a century.”

They paused at two more windows: TOKYO, 1932, and SAN FRANCISCO, 1905. Both whole, entire, intact at first glance. Touch the button: all fall down!

Gibson turned away, shaken and pale.

“Well?” said his friend Charlie. “What’s the sum?”

Gibson stared along the hall to left and right.

“War and Peace? Or Peace destroying itself without War?”

“Touche’ !”

“Why are you showing me all this?”

“For your future and mine, untold riches, in-credible revelations, amazing truths. Andale. Vamoose! “

Charlie Crowe flashed his laser pen at the largest door at the far end of the hall. The double locks hissed; the door sank away to one side, revealing a large boardroom with a huge table forty feet in length, surrounded by twenty leather chairs on each side and something like a throne, some-what elevated, at the far end.

“Go sit up at the end,” said Charlie.

Hank Gibson moved slowly

“Oh, for Christ sake, shake a leg. We’ve only seven more minutes before the end of the world.”

“End-?”

“Just joking. Ready?”

Hank Gibson sat. “Fire away.”

The table, the chairs, and the room shook.

Gibson leaped up.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” Charlie Crowe checked his watch. “At least not yet. Sit back. What have you seen?”

Gibson settled in his chair uneasily, grasping the arms. “Damned if I know. History?”

“Yes, but what kind? “

“War and Peace. Peace and War. Bad Peace, of course. Earthquakes and fire.”

“Admirable. Now, who’s responsible for all that destruction, two kinds?”

“What, war? Politicians, I guess. Ethnic mobs. Greed. Jealousy. Munitions manufacturers. The Krupp works in Germany. Zaharoff, wasn’t that his name? The big munitions king, the grand mullah of all the warmongers, films of him on the newsreels in cinemas when I was a kid. Zaharoff?”

“Yes! What about the other side of the hall? The earthquakes.”

“God did it.”

“Only God? No helpers?”

“How can anyone help an earthquake?”

“Partially. Indirectly. Collaboratively.”

“An earthquake is an earthquake. A city just happens to be in its way. Underfoot.”

“Wrong, Hank.”

“Wrong!?”

“What if I told you that those cities were not accidentally built there? What if I told you w had planned to build them there, on purpose, to be destroyed?”

“Nuts!”

“No, Hank, creative annihilation. We were up to these tricks as far back as the Tang dynasty earthquakewise on the one hand. Citywise? Paris 1789 warwise.”

“We? We? Who’s we? “

“Me, Hank, and my cohorts, not in crimson and gold, but good dark cloth and decent ties and fine architectural school graduates. We did it, Hank We built the cities so as to tear them down. To knock them apart with earthquakes or kill their with bombs and war, war and bombs.”

“We? We!? “

“In this room or rooms like it, all across the world, men sat in those chairs on the left and right, with the grand mucky-muck of all architects there where you sit-”

“Architects!”

“You don’t think all of those earthquakes, all of those wars, happened by mere accident, pure chance? We did it, Hank, the blueprint urban-plan architects of the world. Not the munitions makers Or politicians, oh, we used them as puppets, marionettes, useful idiots, but we, the superb hired city architects, set out to build and then destroy our pets, our buildings, our cities!”

“For God’s sake, how insane! Why?”

“Why? So that every forty, fifty, sixty, ninety years we could start over with fresh projects, new concepts, renewed jobs, cash on the line for everyone - blueprinters, planners, craftsmen, builders, stonemasons, diggers, carpenters, glaziers, gardeners. Knock it all down, start new!”

“You mean you-?”

“Studied where the earthquakes hid, where they might erupt, every seam, crack, and fault in every territory, stage, land in the world! That’s where we built the cities! Or most of them.”

“B.S.! You couldn’t do that, you and your planners! People would find out!”

“They never knew or found out. We met in secret, covered our tracks. A small klan, a wee band of conspirators in every country in every age. Like the Masons, eh? Or some Inquisitional Catholic sect? Or an underground Muslim grot. It doesn’t take many or much. And the average politician, dumb or stupid, took our word for it. This is the site, here’s the very place, plant your capital here, your town there. Perfectly safe. Until the next quake, eh, Hank?”

“Poppycock!”

“Watch your language!”

“I refuse to believe-”

The room shook. The chairs trembled. Half out of his chair, Hank Gibson sank back. The color in his face sank, too.

“Two minutes to go,” said Charlie Crowe. “Shall I talk fast? Well, you don’t think the destiny of the world would be left to your ordinary farm-beast politico, do you? Have you ever sat at

a Rotary/Lions lunch with those sweet imbecile Chamber of Commerce stallions? Sleep an dreams! Would you let the world jog along wit Zaharoff and his gun-maker-powder experts? Hell no. They only know how to fire steel and package nitro. So our people, the same people who built the cities on the earthquake fault lines to ensure new work to build more cities, we planned the wars, secretly.

“We provoked, guided, steered, influenced the politicians to boil over, one way or t’other, and Paris and the Terror followed, dogged by Napoleon, trailed by the Paris Commune in which Haussmann, taking advantage of the chaos, tore down and rebuilt the City to the madness of some delight of others. Consider Dresden, London, Tokyo, Hiroshima. We architects paid cold cash to get Hitler out of jail in 1922! Then we architect mosquito-pestered the Japanese to invade Manchuria, import junk iron, antagonize Roosevelt, bomb Pearl Harbor. Sure, the Emperor approved, sure the Generals knew delight, sure the kamikazes

took off for oblivion, joyously happy. But behind the scenes, we architects, clapping hands, rubbing palms for the moola, shoved them up! Not the politicians, not the military, not the arms merchants, but the sons of Haussmann and the future sons of Frank Lloyd Wright sent them on there way. Glory hallelujah!”

Hank Gibson exhaled a great gust and sat weighted with an ounce of information and a ton

of confusion, at the head of this table. He stared down its length.

“There were meetings here-”

“In 1932, 1936, 1939 to fester Tokyo, poison Washington for war. And at the same time make sure that San Francisco was built in the best way for a new downfall, and that California cities all up and down the cracks and seams nursed at the mother fault, San Andreas, so when the Big One came, it would rain money for forty days.”

“Son of a bitch,” said Hank Gibson.

“Yes, aren’t I? Aren’t we? “

“Son of a bitch,” Hank Gibson repeated in a whisper. “Man’s wars and God’s earthquakes.”

“What a collaboration, eh? All done by the secret government, the government of surprise architects across the world and into the next century.”

The floor shook. The table and the chair and the ceiling did likewise.

“Time?” said Hank Gibson.

Charlie Crowe laughed, glancing at his watch.

”Time. Out!”

They ran for the door, ran down the hall past the doors marked TOKYO and London and Dresden, past the doors marked 1789 and 1870 and 1940 and past the doors marked ARMENIA and MEXICO CITY and SAN Francisco and shot up in the elevator, and along the way, Hank Gibson said:

“Again, why’ve you told me this?”

“I’m retiring. The others are gone. We won’t use this place again. It’ll be gone. Maybe now.

You write the book about all this fabulous stuff, I edit it, we’ll grab the money and run.”

“But who’ll believe it!?”

“No one. But it’s so sensational, everyone will buy. Millions of copies. And no one will investigate, for they’re all guilty, city fathers, Chambers of Commerce, real estate salesmen, Army generals who thought they made up and fought their own wars, or made up and built their own cities! Pompous freaks! Here we are. Out.”

They made it out of the elevator and the shack as the next quake came. Both fell and got up, with nervous laughter.

“Good old California, yes? Is my Rolls still there? Yep. No carjackers. In!”

With his hand on the Rolls doorframe, Gibson stared over at his friend. “Does the San Andreas Fault come through this block?”

“You better believe. Wanna go see your home?”

Gibson shut his eyes. “Christ, I’m afraid.”

“Take courage from the insurance policy in your coat pocket. Shall we go?”

“In a moment.” Gibson swallowed hard “What will we name our book?”

“What time is it and date?”

Gibson looked at the sun about to rise. “Early Six-thirty. And the date on my watch reads February fifth.”

“Nineteen ninety-four?”

‘Six-thirty a.m. February fifth, 1994.”

‘Then that’s the title of our book. Or why not

Zaharoff add Richter for the earthquake Richter scale at Cal-Tech. Zaharoff/Richter Mark V? Okay?”

“Okay.”

The doors slammed. The motor roared.

“Do we go home?” “Go fast. Jesus. Fast.” They went.

Fast.



First Day
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It was while he was eating breakfast that Charles Douglas glanced at his newspaper and saw the date. He took another bite of toast and looked again and put the paper down.

“Oh, my God,” he said.

Alice, his wife, startled, looked up. “What?”

“The date. Look at it! September fourteenth.”

“So?” Alice said.

“The first day of school!”

“Say that again,” she said.

“The first day of school, you know, summer vacation’s over, everyone back, the old faces, the old pals.”

Alice studied him carefully, for he was beginning to rise. “Explain that.”

“It is the first day, isn’t it,” he said.

“What’s that got to do with us?” she said. “We don’t have family, we don’t know any teachers, we don’t even have friends anywhere near with kids.”

“Yeah, but…” Charlie said, picking up the newspaper again, his voice gone strange. “I promised.”

“Promised? Who?”

“The old gang,” he said. “Years ago. What time is it?”

“Seven-thirty.”

“We’d better hurry then,” he said, “or we’ll miss it.”

“I’ll get you more coffee. Take it easy. My God, you look terrible.”

“But I just remembered.” He watched her pour his cup full. “I promised. Ross Simpson, Jack Smith, Gordon Haines. We took almost a blood oath. Said we’d meet again, the first day of school, fifty years after graduation.”

His wife sat back and let go of the coffeepot.

“This all has to do with the first day of school, 1938?”

“Yeah,‘38.”

“And you stood around with Ross and Jack and what’s his-”

“Gordon! And we didn’t just stand around. We knew we were going out in the world and might not meet again for years, or never, but we took a solemn oath, no matter what, we’d all remember and come back, across the world if we had to, to meet out in front of the school by the flagpole, 1988.”

“You all promised that?”

“Solemn promise, yeah. And here I am sitting here talking when I should be getting the hell out the door.”

“Charlie,” Alice said, “you realize that your old school is forty miles away.”

“Thirty.”

“Thirty. And you’re going to drive over there and-”

“Get there before noon, sure.”

“Do you know how this sounds, Charlie?”

“Nuts,” he said, slowly. “Go ahead, say it.”

“And what if you get there and nobody else shows?”

“What do you mean?” he said, his voice rising.

“I mean what if you’re the only damn fool who’s crazy enough to believe-”

He cut in. “They promised!”

“But that was a lifetime ago!”

“They promised!”

“What if in the meantime they changed their minds, or just forgot?”

“They wouldn’t forget.”

“Why not?”

“Because they were my best pals, best friends forever, no one ever had friends like that.”

“Ohmigod,” she said. “You’re so sad, so naive.”

“Is that what I am? Look, if I remember, why not them?”

“Because you’re a special loony case!”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it? Look at your office upstairs, all those Lionel trains, Mr. Machines, stuffed toys, movie posters.”

“And?”

“Look at your files, full of letters from I960, 1950, 1940, you can’t throw away.”

“They’re special.”

“To you, yes. But do you really think those friends, or strangers, have saved your letters, the way you’ve saved theirs?”

“I write great letters.”

“Darn right. But call up some of those correspondents, ask for some of your old letters back. How many do you think will return?”

He was silent.

“Zilch,” she said.

“No use using language like that,” he said.

“Is ‘zilch’ a swearword?”

“The way you say it, yes.”

“Charlie!”

“Don’t ‘Charlie’ me!”

“How about the thirtieth anniversary of your drama club group where you ran hoping to see some bubblehead Sally or something or other, and she didn’t remember, didn’t know who you were?”

“Keep it up, keep it up,” he said.

“Oh, God,” she said. “I don’t mean to rain on your picnic, I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’ve got a thick skin.”

“Yes? You talk bull elephants and go hunt dragonflies.” He was on his feet. With each of her comments he got taller.

“Here goes the great hunter,” he said.

“Yes,” she exhaled, exhausted. “There you go, Charlie.”

“I’m at the door,” he said.

She stared at him.

“I’m gone.”

And the door shut.

My GOD, he thought, this is like New Year’s Eve.

He hit the gas hard, then released it, and hit it again, and let it slow, depending on the beehive filling his head.

Or it’s like Halloween, late, the fun over, and everyone going home, he thought. Which?

So he moved along at an even pace, constantly glancing at his watch. There was enough time, sure, plenty of time, but he had to be there by noon.

But what in hell is this? he wondered. Was Alice right? A chase for the wild goose, a trip to nowhere for nothing? Why was it so damned important? After all, who were those pals, now unknown, and what had they been up to? No letters, no phone calls, no face-to-face collisions by pure accident, no obituaries. That last, scratch that! Hit the accelerator, lighten up! Lord, he thought, I can hardly wait. He laughed out loud. When was the last time you said that? When you were a kid, could hardly wait, had a list of hard-to-wait-for things. Christmas, my God, was always a billion miles off. Easter? Half a million. Halloween? Dear sweet Halloween, pumpkins, running, yelling, rapping windows, ringing doorbells, and the mask, cardboard smelling hot with breath over your face. All Hallows! The best. But a lifetime away. And July Fourth with great expectations, trying to be first out of bed, first half-dressed, first jumping out on the lawn, first to light six-inchers, first to blow up the town! Hey, listen! First! July Fourth. Can hardly wait. Hardly wait!

But, back then, almost every day was can-hardly-wait day. Birthdays, trips to the cool lake on hot noons, Lon Chaney films, the Hunchback, the Phantom. Can hardly wait. Digging ravine caves. Magicians arriving in the long years. Can’t wait. Hop to it. Light the sparklers. Won’t wait. Won’t.

He let the car slow, staring ahead across Time.

Not far now, not long. Old Ross. Dear Jack. Special Gordon. The gang. The invincibles. Not three but four, counting himself, Musketeers.

He ran the list, and what a list. Ross, the handsome dog, older than the rest though they were all the same age, bright but no show-off, bicycling through classes with no sweat, getting high marks with no care. Reader of books, lover of Fred Allen Wednesdays radio, repeater of all the best jokes next day noon. Meticulous dresser, though poor. One good tie, one good belt, one coat, one pair of pants, always pressed, always clean. Ross. Yeah, sure, Ross.

And Jack, the future writer who was going to conquer the world and be the greatest in history. So he yelled, so he said, with six pens in his jacket and a yellow pad waiting to un-Steinbeck Steinbeck. Jack.

And Gordon, who loped across campus on the bodies of moaning girls, for all he had to do was glance and the females were chopped like trees.

Ross, Jack, Gordon, what a team.

Fast and slow he drove, now slow.

But what will they think of me? Have I done enough, have I done too well? Ninety stories, six novels, one film, five plays - not bad. Hell, he thought, I won’t say, who cares, just shut your mouth, let them talk, you listen, the talk will be great.

What do we say first, I mean as soon as we show up, the old gang, by the flagpole? Hello? Hi. My God, you’re really here! How you been, what’s new, you okay, good health? Marriage, children, grandchildren, pictures, ‘fess up. What, what?

Okay, he thought, you’re the writer. Make something up, not just hi, a celebration. Write a poem. Good grief, would they stand still for a poem? How about, would it be too much: I love you, love you all. No. Above and beyond. I love you.

He slowed the car even more, looking through the windshield at shadows.

But what if they don’t show? They will. They must. And if they show, everything will be all right, won’t it? Boys being what they are, if they’ve had a bad life, bad marriages, you name it, they won’t show. But if it’s been good, absolutely incredibly good, they’ll show. That’ll be the proof, won’t it? They’ve done well so it’s okay to remember the date and arrive. True or false? True!

He stepped on the gas, sure that they’d all be there. Then he slowed again, sure that they wouldn’t. Then stepped on the gas again. What the hell, by God, what the hell.

And he pulled up in front of the school. Beyond belief, there was a place to park, and not many students by the flagpole, a handful at most. He wished there were more, to camouflage the arrival of his friends; they wouldn’t want to arrive and be seen right off, would they? He wouldn’t. A slow progression through the noon crowd and then the grand surprise, wouldn’t that be the ticket?

He hesitated getting out of the car until a small crowd emerged from the school, young men and women, all talking at once and pausing by the flagpole, which made him happy, for now there were enough to hide latecomers, no matter what age. He got out of the car and at first did not turn, afraid to look, afraid maybe there’d be no one there, no one would come, no one would have remembered, the whole thing was dumb. He resisted the temptation to jump back in the car and go away.

The flagpole was deserted. There were a lot of students around it, nearby, but nobody right at the flagpole.

He stood staring at it as if by staring someone would move up, go by, perhaps touch it.

His heart slowed, he blinked, and started instinctively to leave.

When, from the edge of the crowd, a man moved.

An old man, hair white, step slow, face pale. An old man.

And then two more old men.

Oh Lord, he thought, is that them? Did they remember? What’s next?

They stood in a wide circle, not speaking, hardly looking, making no move, for the longest time.

Ross, he thought, is that you? And the next one: Jack, now, yes? And the final one. Gordon?

Their expressions were all the same. The same thoughts must have been moving behind each face.

Charlie leaned forward. The others leaned forward. Charlie took the smallest step. The three others took the smallest step. Charlie glanced over at each face. They did the same, trading glances. And then -

Charlie stepped back. After a long moment the other men stepped back. Charlie waited. The three old men waited. The flag blew, softly flapping, on the high pole.

A bell rang somewhere inside the school. Lunchtime over. Time to go in. The students dispersed across the campus.

With the students moving away, with the crowd leaving so there was no camouflage, no more cover, the four men stood in a great circle around the flagpole, some fifty or sixty feet separating them, the four points of a bright autumn day compass.

Perhaps one of them wet his lips, perhaps one of them blinked, perhaps one of them shuffled one shoe forward, took it back. The white hair on their heads blew in the wind. A wind took up the flag on the pole and blew it straight out. Inside the school, another bell rang, with finality.

He felt his mouth shape words but say nothing. He repeated the names, the wondrous names, the loving names, in whispers only he could hear.

He did not make a decision. His lower body did it in a half turn, his legs followed, as did his feet. He stepped back and stood sideways.

Across a great distance, one by one in the blowing room wind, first one stranger and then the next followed by the next half-turned, stepped a half step away, and waited.

He felt his body hesitate and want to move forward and not off toward his car. Again, he made no decision. His shoes, disembodied, took him quietly away.

As did the bodies, the feet, and the shoes of the strangers.

Now he was on the move, now they were on the move, all walking in different directions, slowly, half-glancing back at the deserted flagpole and the flag, abandoned, high, flapping quietly, and the lawn in front of the school empty and inside the moment of loud talk and laughter and the shove of chairs being put in place.

They were all in motion now, half-glancing back at the empty flagpole.

He halted for a moment, unable to move his feet. He gazed back a final time with a tingling in his right hand, as if it wanted to rise. He half-lifted and looked at it.

And then, across sixty or seventy yards of space, beyond the flagpole, one of the strangers, only half-looking, raised his hand and waved it quietly, once, on the silent air. Over to one side, another old man, seeing this, did the same, as did the third.

He watched as his hand and arm slowly lifted and the tips of his fingers, up in the air, gestured the least small gesture. He looked up at his hand and over at the old men.

My God, he thought, I was wrong. Not the first day of school. The last.

Alice had something frying in the kitchen that smelled good.

He stood in the doorway for a long moment.

“Hey,” she said, “come in, take a load off your feet.”

“Sure,” he said, and went to the dining-room table and saw that it was laid out with the best silver and the best dinnerware and candles lit that were usually lit for a twilight meal, and the best napkins in place, while Alice waited in the kitchen door.

“How did you know I’d be here so soon?” he said.

“I didn’t,” she said. “I saw you pull up out front. Bacon and eggs are quick, be ready in a sec. Sit down?”

“That’s an idea.” He held to the back of one chair and studied the cutlery. “Sit down.”

He sat and she came and kissed him on the brow and went back to the kitchen.

“Well?” she called.

“Well, what?”

“How did it go?” she called.

“How did what go?”

“You know,” she said. “The big day. All those promises. Did anyone show?”

“Sure,” he said. “Everyone showed,” he added.

“Well, spill the beans.”

She was in the kitchen doorway now, bringing the bacon and eggs. She studied him.

“You were saying?”

“Was I?” He leaned forward over the table. “Oh, yeah.”

“Well, was there lots to talk about?”

“We - “

“Yes?”

He saw the waiting and empty plate.

And tears falling on the plate.

“God, yes!” he said, very loud. “We talked our heads off!”



 Tête-à-Tête




2002
We were walking along the boardwalk in Ocean Park one summer evening, arm in arm, my friend Sid and me, when we saw a familiar sight on one of the benches just ahead, not far from the surf.

“Look,” I said, “and listen.”

We looked and listened.

There was this old Jewish couple, he I would say about seventy and she maybe sixty-five, moving their mouths and hands at the same time, everyone talking, nobody listening.

“I told you more than once,” he said.

“What did you tell? Nothing!” she said.

“Something,” he said, “I’m always telling you something. Of great importance if you’d give a try.”

“Great importance, listen to him!” she said rolling her eyes. “Give me a list!”

“Well, about the wedding …”

“Still the wedding?”

“Sure! The waste, the confusion.”

” Who was confused?”

 

“I could show you-”

“Don’t show. Look, I’m deaf!”

Et cetera, et cetera.

“I wish I had a tape recorder,” I said.

“Who needs a tape recorder,” Sid replied. “I could say what I just heard. Call me at three in the morning and I’ll quote.”

We moved on.

“They’ve been sitting on that same bench every night for years!”

“I believe it,” said Sid. “They’re hilarious.”

“You don’t find it sad?”

“Sad? Come off it! They’re a vaudeville team. I could put them on the Orpheum circuit tomorrow!”

“Not even a little sad?”

“Stop. I bet they’re married fifty years. The yammer started before the wedding and kept going after their honeymoon.”

“But they don’t listen!”

“Hey, they’re taking turns! First hers not to listen, then his. If they ever paid attention they’d freeze. They’ll never wind up with Freud.”

“Why not?”

“They’re letting it all hang out, there’s nothing left to carp or worry about. I bet they get into bed arguing and are asleep with smiles in two minutes.”

“You actually think that?”

 

“I had an aunt and uncle like that. A few insults shape a long life.”

“How long did they live?”

“Aunt Fannie, Uncle Asa? Eighty, eighty-nine.”

“That long?”

“On a diet of words, distemper almost, Jewish badminton-he hits one, she hits it back, she hits one, he hits it back, nobody wins but, hell, no one loses.”

“I never thought of it that way.”

“Think,” said Sid. “Come on, it’s time for refills.”

We turned and strolled back on this fine summer night.

“And another thing!” the old man was saying.

“That’s ten dozen other things!”

“Who’s counting?” he said.

“Look. Where did I put that list?”

“Lists, who cares for lists?”

“Me. You don’t, I do. Wait!”

“Let me finish!”

“It’s never finished,” Sid observed as we moved on and the great arguments faded in our wake.

 

Two nights later Sid called and said, “I got me a tape recorder.”

“You mean?”

“You’re a writer, I’m a writer. Let’s trap a little grist for the mills.”

 

“I dunno,” I said.

“On your feet,” said Sid.

We strolled. It was another fine mild California night, the kind we don’t tell Eastern relatives about, fearful they might believe.

“I don’t want to hear,” he said.

“Shut up and listen,” she said.

“Don’t tell me,” I said, eyes shut. “They’re still at it. Same couple. Same talk. Shuttlecock’s always in the air over the net. No one’s on the ground. You really going to use your tape recorder?”

“Dick Tracy invented, I use.”

I heard the small handheld machine snap as we moved by, slowly.

“What was his name? Oh, yeah. Isaac.”

“That wasn’t his name.”

“Isaac, sure.”

“Aaron!”

“I don’t mean Aaron, the older brother.”

“Younger!”

“Who’s telling this?”

“You. And bad.”

“Insults.”

“Truths you could never take.”

“I got scars to prove it.”

“Hot dog,” said Sid as we glided on with their voices in his small device.

 

And then it happened. One, two, three, like that.

Quite suddenly the bench was empty for two nights.

On the third night I stopped in a small kosher delicatessen and talked, nodding at the bench. I didn’t know the names. Sure, they said, Rosa and Al, Al and Rosa. Stein, they said, that was the name. Al and Rosa Stein, there for years, never missed a night. Now, Al will be missed. That was it. Passed away Tuesday. The bench sure looks empty, right, but what can you do?

I did what I could, prompted by an incipient sadness about two people I didn’t really know, and yet I knew. From the small local synagogue I got the name of the almost smaller graveyard and for reasons confused and half-known went one late afternoon to look in, feeling like the twelve-year-old goy I once was, peering into the temple in downtown L.A., wondering what it was like to be part of all that chanting and singing, with all those men in hats.

In the graveyard I found what I knew I would find. The old woman was there, seated next to a stone bearing his name. And she was talking, talking, talking, touching the stone, talking to the stone.

And he? What else? Was not listening.

I waited, heard, shut my eyes and backed away.

With the sun gone and fog coming in with night I passed the bench. It was still empty, which made it worse.

So what can you do?

I called Sid.

“About that tape recorder of yours?” I said. “And some of those tapes?”

On one of the last nights of summer, Sid and I took our usual stroll down the kosher esplanade, passing the fine pastrami and cheesecake emporiums, stopped for some of that and walked on near the two dozen benches by the sea, talking and greatly contented, when Sid suddenly remarked, “You know, I have often wondered-”

“What’s to wonder?” I said, for he was looking ahead at that bench, which had stayed empty for almost a week.

“Look.” Sid touched my arm. “That old woman?”

“Yes?”

“She’s back! I thought she was sick or something, but there she is.”

“I know,” I smiled.

“Since when? The same bench. And talking like crazy.”

“Yes,” I said, and we walked closer.

“But,” said Sid as quiet as he could, “there’s no one there. She’s talking to herself.”

“Almost,” I said. We were very close. “Listen.”

 

“You give me the same smarts. Arguments, who needs?” the old woman was saying, leaning forward toward the empty half of the bench, eyes fiery, face intense, mouth in full motion. “Arguments, who needs? I got plenty. Listen!”

And then, even more astonishing: a reply.

“Give a listen, she says!” a voice cried. “For what, how come!”

“That voice!” Sid exclaimed, then whispered. “His voice. But he’s dead!”

“Yes,” I said.

“And another thing,” the old woman said, “look how you eat. Sometime, watch!”

“Easy for you to say!” the old man’s voice shot back.

“Go ahead, say!”

There was a click. Sid’s eyes slid down. He saw what I saw, his borrowed small handheld recorder in the old woman’s palm.

“And another thing,” she said, alive.

Click.

“Why do I put up with this?” his voice cried, dead.

Click.

“I got lists you wouldn’t believe!” she cried, alive.

Sid glanced at me. “You?” he said.

“Me,” I said.

“How?” Sid said.

 

“I had your tapes from all those nights,” I said. “I cut them together, him talking, and put spaces between for her to yell back. Some places he just yells, no answer. Or she can click him off so she can yell, then click him back on.”

“How did you know-?”

“She was in the graveyard,” I said. “I couldn’t stand it. Her just talking to that cold piece of marble and no answers. So I recopied your tapes, just his raves and yells, and one late afternoon looking into the graveyard I saw that yes, she was there and might be there forever and starve and die being there. No answers. But there had to be, even if you don’t listen or think you don’t, so I just walked in by the grave, turned on the tape, handed it to her where she sat by the stone, made sure he was yelling, and walked away. I didn’t look back or wait to hear if she yelled, too. Him and her, her and him, high and low, low and high, I just left.

“Last night she was back here on the bench, eating some cheesecake. I think she’s going to live. Isn’t that swell?”

Sid listened. The old man was complaining. “Why do I put up with this? Someone tell me! I’m waiting. So?”

“Okay, smartie,” the old woman cried.

Sid and I walked away in the late summer night. Her high voice and his deep voice faded.

 

Sid took my arm as we walked. “For a goy,” he said, “you make a fine Jew. What can I do you for?”

“Pastrami on rye?” I said.


ONE MORE BODY in the POOL
by Ray Bradbury

 
I walked  across  the beach and stood in the hot sun for a long moment, staring down at the man lying there with his head covered by a newspaper.
I took a deep breath, held it, and at last said, "Scottie?"
There was no motion beneath the paper.
I took another breath and said, "Mr. Fitzgerald?"
At last the paper drifted aside and the young old man underneath it opened his eyes.
His face was familiar and young and terribly haunted. The cheeks were smooth and the chin was very fine. The eyes, which were clear blue, seemed to have trouble focusing on me.
"Well?" he said at last.
I replied, "God, I hate to bother you, but I'm a sort of literary agent and, well, forgive me, but I have an idea that I want to offer you."
I stopped, blushing at what I'd said, as the newspaper drifted back over the old young face.
I took another breath and blurted, "Scottie."
There was only silence.
"I apologize," I said.  "But Mr. Fitzgerald, please."
The paper drifted aside again and he stared up at me, waiting patiently.
"This is ridiculous, I know," I said. "Let me find a way to put it. Do you believe that you can travel back in time just by thinking about doing it? I know we all can do this in our minds, but if you keep thinking about traveling to a specific point in time and then start walking, and keep on walking, oh, a number of days, a number of weeks, maybe you'll really wind up there."
"For God's sake," said the voice under the newspaper.
The man shoved the newspaper aside, propped himself up on one elbow, and watched me as if I were the bearer of bad news.
"You don't look half as loony as you sound," he said. "Continue. Just what is it that you want in the middle of a fine afternoon on a beach in southern Florida?"
I could feel my fingers twitching at my side and I had to stop myself from blinking.
"Well, I've been reading the reviews of your latest book, which upset me terribly. I've read all the reviews of your whole life, for that matter, well, for at least the last ten or fifteen years, and, well, I feel you need a literary friend. Don't get me wrong. I mean no insult. I feel that at a time like this—" I stopped, for I was out of breath.
Fitzgerald looked like he was going to lie back down, which panicked me, but then he must have read something in my face, for he sat up again and examined me.
"You're a very nervy fellow, aren't you?"
"Yes, sir," I said. "I can't help it. When I like someone's work I feel I should support him. Like is the wrong word. Love is more like it. Tender is the Night is the finest novel written in the last forty years." 
"You've just said the right thing."
F. Scott Fitzgerald sat up even further and a smile touched his lips.  "Sit down," he said.
I sat down on the warm sand, looked at him quietly, and waited for him to go on.
"Now, just what is it that you want to suggest and why in hell would you want to suggest it?"
"Well," I said, "I have just come from a series of literary travels. First I visited Ernest Hemingway and then I went south and met up with William Faulkner. I won't fill you in on the particulars, as you would probably find them hard to believe, but I will tell you that along the way I came up with ideas for those two and you, because I feel that the three of you have the potential for writing the most popular kind of fiction in the world today." "And what kind of fiction is that?" said F. Scott Fitzgerald.
"Mysteries," I said and stopped, confused. "But no, not anything like Agatha Christie. No, no, that wouldn't do. The murder mystery. I know that sounds strange, but it's become an accepted form among modern writers, and I believe you would bring something special to the field. It's really come into its own just this last half century, but think further back in time. Consider Hamlet, for instance. It's the greatest play ever written, and it's all about the death of the father—the murder—and the mystery behind it. And by the end the stage floor is littered with bodies; there's hardly anyone left. So you've got killings all over the place and mysteries from start to finish. Part of it scares the hell out of you; part of it provokes you. Think."
F. Scott Fitzgerald waited for me to go on, which compelled him to take out a cigarette and light it and puff, waiting.
I swallowed hard and said, "I chatted with Papa. He was willing to think about ideas and Faulkner, of course, has done some weird stories in his time, so he was open to suggestions."
F. Scott Fitzgerald's eyes had begun to shine somewhat and he turned to a hamper nearby and brought forth a small silver flask.
He offered it to me and I shook my head.
He took a great swig from the silver flask and said, "Suddenly I'm fascinated by what you're telling me. I know this chap, Hammett, and I found his characters in The Maltese Falcon fascinating, especially that fat man—what was his name? Gutmann. But what makes you think I could be a writer of murder mysteries?"
"Well," I said, "if people won't accept you as a literary novelist like I do, and I really do, then perhaps they will accept you as a mystery writer, the critics being what they are."
"What did you say to Papa?" asked F. Scott Fitzgerald.
"I told him that Africa is a wonderful place for someone to get shot in a mysterious manner."
"And did Papa react?"
"He thought it was a very good idea since he's seen a lot of shooting in Africa, accidental and on purpose. He mentioned someone he once knew named Macomber. He even bothered to make a note, which pleased me and made me feel less superfluous."
"And what about the old drunk?"
"Faulkner?"
"That one."
"He has contacts in Hollywood and I told him that he would be a natural to write something of a murder mystery for the screen if he moved ahead in that area."
F. Scott Fitzgerald nodded and took another swig. "And what makes you think I would be a proper writer of such fictions?"
"Because of the people you've known," I said. "You've encountered a much wider swath of characters from every level than Faulkner or Hemingway, men and women from a dozen countries and many strange cities. You've known the rich and you've known the poor. You've been in and out of the movie studios, where you've been put upon by maniacs who should have been murdered long ago. You know women very well and you know crazy young men and you know the environment in which they survive, sometimes New York, sometimes Long Island, sometimes Biarritz, or lost away down here in southern Florida.  Your knowledge of the human condition could help you write a terrific murder mystery, if you put your mind to it."
F. Scott Fitzgerald leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "Are you a literary agent then, as you claim?"
"No, I don't claim that," I said. "I guess you might say I'm a provider, a manufacturer of ideas would be more like it."
"Well then, what sort of idea are you offering me?"
I took a notepad from my pocket and glanced at it.
"Well, sir, I have a title here. The Body in the Pool."
F. Scott Fitzgerald laughed quietly. "That doesn't sound Very original."
"Well, if it's a rich man's body, and a rich man's pool, and the rich man's body has a bullet in it, perhaps that would be more interesting to you," I said. "There's a lot to think about it you find a rich man's bullet-pierced body in a rich man's pool. Everyone would wonder how he had gotten there and why someone would shoot him and how long he'd been in the water before he was found and why he deserved to die at all in such a manner."
F. Scott Fitzgerald glanced at the notepad in my hand and reached out and took it. "Can I keep this?"
"Yes," I said.
He studied the pad, then lit another cigarette and smoked it quietly. "I know you won't believe this," he said, "but my mind has wandered in similar directions in recent years. I got around to reading some Dashiell Hamrnett last year and it was very good stuff. I've wondered about people like that and what sort of ends they come to."
"Well," I said, "if you accept what I've suggested, I will have done my job. I worry about my favorite authors and their lives and want everything to come out right for them in the end. It seems to me that if you wrote a murder mystery now, you could reestablish yourself as a first-class writer in American letters, even though people make a good deal of fun about detective stories."
There was a long silence.
The sun somehow seemed brighter and hotter and I felt sweat move down my face.
F. Scott Fitzgerald offered me his silver flask again and this time I took a sip. I winced and handed it back to him, then somehow managed to get to my feet.
Fitzgerald watched me do all this, then suddenly reached out his hand.
I took it and held on, very quietly, because I hated to leave.
I stared down into that young old face and said, "I think it's time for me to go."
"Much thanks for dropping by," said F. Scott Fitzgerald.
I backed off and walked across the sand, waiting for him to say a final thing.
Before I was very far away I heard him call.
I turned and he said thoughtfully, "I was wondering. Wouldn't it be wiser to not have the body in the pool at the start of the story? How about finding the body there at the very end of the novel?"
I hesitated a moment, nodded, and said, "Now you're cooking!"
He raised his flask in a toast to me.
Somehow I managed to turn and walk away. ♦



The Visit
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She had called and there was to be a visit.

At first the young man had been reluctant, had said no, no thanks, he was sorry, he understood, but no.

But then when he heard her silence on the other end of the telephone, no sound at all, but the kind of grief which keeps to itself, he had waited a long while and then said, yes, all right, come over, but, please, don’t stay too long. This is a strange situation and I don’t know how to handle it.

Nor did she. Going to the young man’s apartment, she wondered what she would say and how she would react, and what he would say. She was terribly afraid of doing something so emotional that he would have to push her out of the apartment and slam the door.

For she didn’t know this young man at all. He was a total and complete stranger. They had never met and only yesterday she had found his name at last, after a desperate search through friends at a local hospital. And now, before it was too late, she simply had to visit a totally unknown person for the most peculiar reasons in all her life or, for that matter, in the lives of all mothers in the world since civilization began.

“Please wait.”

She gave the cabdriver a twenty-dollar bill to ensure his being there should she come out sooner than she expected, and stood at the entrance to the apartment building for a long moment before she took a deep breath, opened the door, went in, and took the elevator up to the third floor.

She shut her eyes outside his door, and took another deep breath and knocked. There was no answer. With sudden panic, she knocked very hard. This time, at last, the door opened.

The young man, somewhere between twenty and twenty-four, looked timidly out at her and said, “You’re Mrs. Hadley?”

“You don’t look like him at all,” she heard herself say. “I mean�” She caught herself and flushed and almost turned to go away.

“You didn’t really expect me to, did you?”

He opened the door wider and stepped aside. There was coffee waiting on a small table in the center of the apartment.

“No, no, silly. I didn’t know what I was saying.”

“Sit down, please. I’m William Robinson. Bill to you, I guess. Black or white?”

“Black.” And she watched him pour.

“How did you find me?” he said, handing the cup over.

She took it with trembling fingers. “I know some people at the hospital. They did some checking.”

“They shouldn’t have.”

“Yes, I know. But I kept at them. You see, I’m going away to live in France for a year, maybe more. This was my last chance to visit my�I mean�”

She lapsed into silence and stared into the coffee cup.

“So they put two and two together, even though the files were supposed to be locked?” he said quietly.

“Yes,” she said. “It all came together. The night my son died was the same night you were brought into the hospital for a heart transplant. It had to be you. There was no other operation like that that night or that week. I knew that when you left the hospital, my son, his heart anyway”�she had difficulty saying it�“went with you.” She put down the coffee cup.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” she said.

“Yes, you do,” he said.

“Not really, I don’t. It’s all so strange and sad and terrible and at the same time, I don’t know, God’s gift. Does that make any sense?”

“To me it does. I’m alive because of the gift.”

Now it was his turn to fall silent, pour himself coffee, stir it and drink.

“When you leave here,” said the young man, “where will you go?”

“Go?” said the woman uncertainly.

“I mean�” The young man winced with his own lack of ease. The words simply would not come. “I mean, have you other visits to make? Are there other�”

“I see.” The woman nodded several times, took hold of herself with a motion of her body, looking at her hands in her lap, and at last shrugged. “Yes, there are others. My son, his vision was given to someone in Oregon. There is someone else in Tucson�”

“You don’t have to continue,” said the young man. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, no. It is all so strange, so ridiculous. It is all so new. Just a few years ago, nothing like this could have happened. Now we’re in a new time. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Sometimes I start one and then do the other. I wake up confused. I often wonder if he is confused. But that’s even sillier. He is nowhere.”

“He is somewhere,” said the young man. “He is here. And I’m alive because he is here at this very moment.”

The woman’s eyes grew very bright, but no tears fell.

“Yes. Thank you for that.”

“No, I thank him, and you for allowing me to live.”

The woman jumped up suddenly, as if propelled by an emotion stronger than she knew. She looked around for the perfectly obvious door and seemed not to see it.

“Where are you going?”

“I�” she said.

“You just got here!”

“This is stupid!” she cried. “Embarrassing. I’m putting too much of a burden on you, on myself. I’m going now before it all gets so ludicrous I go mad�”

“Stay,” said the young man.

Obedient to the command, she almost sat down.

“Finish your coffee.”

She remained standing, but picked up her coffee cup with shaking hands. The soft rattle of the cup was the only sound for a time as she slaked the coffee with some unquenchable thirst. Then she put the empty cup down and said: “I really must go. I feel faint. I feel I might fall down. I am so embarrassed with myself, with coming here. God bless you, young man, and may you have a long life.”

She started toward the door, but he stood in her way.

“Do what you came to do,” he said.

“What, what?”

“You know. You know very well. I won’t mind it. Do it.”

“I�”

“Go on,” he said gently, and shut his eyes, his hands at his side, waiting.

She stared into his face and then at his chest, where under his shirt there seemed the gentlest stirring.

“Now,” he said quietly.

She almost moved.

“Now,” he said, for a final time.

She took one step forward. She turned her head and quietly moved her right ear down and then again down, inch by inch, until it touched the young man’s chest.

She might have cried out, but did not. She might have exclaimed something, but did not. Her eyes were also shut now and she was listening. Her lips moved, saying something, perhaps a name, over and over, almost to the rhythm of the pulse she heard under the shirt, under the flesh, within the body of the patient young man.

The heart was beating there.

She listened.

The heart beat with a steady and regular sound.

She listened for a long while. Her breath slowly drained out of her, as color came into her cheeks.

She listened.

The heart beat.

Then she raised her head, looked at the young man’s face for a final time, and very swiftly touched her lips to his cheek, turned, and hurried across the room, with no thanks, for none was needed. At the door she did not even turn around but opened it and went out and closed the door softly.

The young man waited for a long moment. His right hand came up and slid across his shirt, across his chest to feel what lay underneath. His eyes were still shut and his face emotionless.

Then he turned and sat down without looking where he sat and picked up his coffee cup to finish his coffee.

The strong pulse, the great vibration of the life within his chest, traveled along his arm and into the cup and caused it to pulse in a steady rhythm, unending, as he placed it against his lips, and drank the coffee as if it were a medicine, a gift, that would refill the cup again and again through more days than he could possibly guess or see. He drained the cup.

Only then did he open his eyes and see that the room was empty.



The Dog in the Red Bandana
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The patient was in the hospital only three long sad days when on a Sunday, with all the doctors mostly absent and the nurses off doing something no one knew, that the remarkable thing happened.

He could hear the approach of the remarkable event moments before its arrival because of the explosions of laughter and the welcoming cries of patients far down the hall.

At long last the remarkable event arrived in the door.

A man stood there and on the end of a leash he held the most beautiful golden retriever that anyone had ever seen.

The retriever was incredibly handsome and well groomed and had a look of bright intelligence and wore around his neck a neatly tied bandana, the color of blood.

The dog had been making the rounds at the hospital and rumor had it that on those days when the dog arrived there was a great joy in all the corridors where he visited.

This seemed only natural and the patient often wondered why there were not more such dogs in the world to visit people and raise their spirits and perhaps make them well.

The dog in the blood-red bandana hesitated for a moment at the door, glanced in at the patient, and then padded in to stand by his bed for a moment, waiting to be petted.

Then, certain that the patient was feeling better, the dog turned, went back, and padded down the hall, greeted by glad cries and welcoming shouts.

It was, indeed, a remarkable event and the patient felt better immediately.

In the following days the patient found himself waiting with a peculiar impatience. He knew not for what, but suddenly realized he wanted the dog in the red bandana to return; it seemed more important than the arrivals and departures of the doctors and the irritable attention of the nurses.

In the next week, the dog visited only once.

In the week following, as the patientТs illness persisted, the dog returned twice and the entire hospital seemed brighter and finer as a result of his visit.

In the third week, for some reason that was never explained, the dog in the red bandana came every day and walked through the halls with his bright scarf tied around his neck and with a look of complete sympathy and intelligence in his handsome face.

At the end of the first month, when the patient began to sense that he might be released any day, an even more remarkable thing happened:

Instead of the usual attendant who followed the dog, a man came through who was almost as remarkable as the dear beast.

This man was dressed in a simple khaki suit, but with a red tie around his neck. He was obviously blind, so indeed the dog had to be leading him.

This time, as before, the dog paused in the door and almost pointed to the patient who sat up and leaned forward, almost as if he expected the dog to speak.

Instead, the blind man began a conversation.

“Sir?Ф he said, guessing at the identity of the patient. “If someone were to ask you of all the beasts, in the sea, on the land, in the air, which of all these creatures is the most Christian?Ф The patient, thinking this was some sort of trick, tried to imagine and then replied, “Are you speaking of mankind?Ф

The blind man shook his head gently. “No. Excluding man, which creature is the most Christian?Ф

The patient studied the dog in the blood-red bandana, sitting in the door, again noticing his fine intelligence, and then said, “The answer is dogs.Ф

The blind man nodded, quietly. “Exactly right. All other creatures live, but do not know that they live.

“Cats are special and fine and dearly loved, but they exist and do not truly know that they exist, as it is with all the other creatures of the air that fly, that soar, that circle the earth, and all the field beasts who live but do not know their existence.

“All about these creatures of the field and the inhabitants of the sea and air, death occurs, but they do not know death and they do not grieve.

“But dogs not only know what life is, but sense and consider death.Ф The patient nodded, for he knew this to be true. He remembered the death of a friend where his dog had grieved long after the friend was gone, and the dog wandered about the house, crying mournfully, and dwindled away to darkness.

The patient said, “The more I think on this, the more remarkable are dogs.Ф

The blind man raised his eyes to the ceiling and said, “And if dogs should appear at the gates of Heaven, would they be admitted?Ф

“Immediately!Ф cried the patient and laughed at his quick response. “For they are without sin. Mankind would line up behind them to beg for entrance. The dogs would instantly run to stand by Saint Peter and help admit the sinful beast called man.

“So, to answer your question, of all the creatures in the world who are most Christian, forgiving, and most loving, dogs can be named with Abu Ben Adam, lead all the rest.Ф

The blind man agreed.

“Strike your cat and youТve lost a friend. Hit your dog, which I hope you will never do, but nevertheless if you strike him just once in a lifetime he will stare at you with his tender eyes and say, СWhatТs wrong? What was that all about? DonТt you know that I love you and forgive you?Т And then he will turn first one cheek and then the other and will go on loving you forever. That is what a dog is.Ф

During all this, the dog in the blood-red bandana sat by the blind man, looking at the patient with the most tender and beautiful stare he had ever seen. Listening, the dog did neither acknowledge the compliments nor ignore them, but sat quietly in the midst of his beauty.

Finally, when the dog felt that the blind man had said his say, the dog wandered off into the corridors of the hospital, and welcoming cries and laughter could be heard.

In the following days rumors spread through the hospital that an amazing number of people were heading home; people who had lived there for weeks, or sometimes months, suddenly packed up and left, to the curiosity and amazement of the doctors and to the whispering wonder of the nurses. Patient after patient departed and the number of really sick people in the hospital diminished, and the number of deaths reported, or rumored, sank down to almost zero.

During the fourth week, lying in bed one night, the patient felt a sharp pain in his right wrist and took some aspirin, but the pain did not go away.

During the night he half-wakened because he felt someone sit on the bed beside him, but he could not be sure of that.

Half drowsy, he sensed a kind of breathing near him and then heard a strange sound that reminded him of a summer night when he was a child.

How beautiful it had been at three in the morning, with the moonlight streaming in through the panes of the window, to hear a beautiful far sound from the kitchen where the icebox stood.

In the drip-pan under the icebox cold water from the blocks of ice was trapped below and at three in the morning there was a soft sound of lapping; the family dog, thirsty, had half-crawled under the icebox and was drinking the cool clear waters from the fallen ice.

To lie quietly in bed, listening to that beautiful far sound, was one of the most touching experiences in his life.

In the middle of remembering or half-dreaming the sound of the lapping of ice water, the patient thought he felt something move on his wrist.

It was much like the brief licking of a tongue moving to catch the ice water on that summer night long ago.

Then he fell asleep.

When he woke in the morning, the pain in his wrist was gone.

In the following days the dog with the blood-red bandana wandered at will through the hospital, this time alone; the blind man was long since gone.

The dog seemed to know where it was going and came often into the patientТs room and gazed upon him very quietly for long periods of time.

They conversed in their minds; the dog seemed to understand everything the patient wished to say, even though he never spoke.

The dog then wandered off through the hospital and in the days to come the sounds of laughter, the shouts, the cries welcoming him, diminished until it seemed that the hospital was growing empty. Not only did the doctors cease visiting on Sundays, or golf Wednesdays, but they seemed not to arrive on Tuesdays or Thursdays and, finally, hardly at all on Fridays.

The echoes in the corridors grew loud and the sounds of breathing from the far rooms ceased.

On a final day the patient, feeling alert and sensing that at any moment he might arise and don his clothes without the advice of doctors and then head home, sat up in bed and called to the high corridors, “Hello! Anyone there?Ф

A long silence from the quiet hospital rooms. Again he cried, “Anyone there? Hello!Ф There were only echoes from the halls and all the avenues throughout the entire building stood still.

Very quietly, the patient began to dress in preparation to leave.

Finally, at three in the afternoon, the handsome dog with the blood-red bandana came padding by in the silent corridor and stood by the door.

The patient said, “Come in.Ф

The dog entered and stood by the bed.

“Sit,Ф said the patient.

The dog sat and gazed at him with great luminous eyes, a tender expression, a half-smile on his mouth.

Finally the patient said, “What is your name?Ф

The dog studied him with his great luminous eyes.

His mouth moved just the merest touch and a whisper came forth:

“Jesus,Фsaid the dog.“That is my name. Jesus. What is yours?Ф
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All on a Summer’s Night
‘You’re getting too big for this!’ Grandpa gave Doug a toss toward the blazing chandelier. The boarders sat laughing, with knives and forks at hand. Then Doug, ten years old, was caught and popped in his chair and Grandma tapped his bowl with a steaming spoonful of soup. The crackers crunched like snow when he bit them. The cracker salt glittered like tiny diamonds. And there, at the far end of the table, with her gray eyes always down to watch her hand stir her coffee with a spoon or break her gingerbread and lay on the butter, was Miss Leonora Welkes, with whom men never sat on backyard swings or walked through the town ravine on summer nights. There was Miss Leonora whose eyes watched out the window as summer couples drifted by on the darkening sidewalks night after night, and Douglas felt his heart squeeze tight.
‘Evening, Miss Leonora,’ he called.
‘Evening, Douglas.’ She looked up past the steaming mounds of food, and the boarders turned their heads a moment before bowing again to their rituals.
Oh, Miss Welkes, he thought, Miss Welkes! And he wanted to stab every man at the table with a silver fork for not blinking their eyes at Miss Welkes when she asked for the butter. They always handed her things to their right, while still conversing with people on their left. The chandelier drew more attention than Miss Welkes. Isn’t it pretty? they said. Look at it sparkle! they cried.
But they did not know Miss Welkes as he knew her. There were as many facets to her as any chandelier, and if you went about it right she could be set laughing, and it was like stirring the Chinese hanging crystals in the wind on the summer night porch, all tinkling and melody. No, Miss Welkes was cobweb and dust to them, and Douglas almost died in his chair, fastening his eyes upon her all through the soup and salad.
Now the three young ladies came laughing down the stairs, late, like a troupe of orioles. They always came last to the table, as if they were actresses making entrance through the frayed blue-velvet portieres. They would hold each other by the shoulders, looking into each other’s faces, telling themselves if their cheeks were pink enough or their hair ringed up tight, or their eyelashes dyed with spit-and-color enough; then they would pause, straighten their hems, and enter to something like applause from the male boarders.
‘Evening, Tom, Jim, Bill. Evening, John, Peter!’
The five would tongue their food over into their cheeks, leap up, and draw out chairs for the young belles, everyone laughed until the chandelier cried with pain.
‘Look what I got!’
‘Look whatIgot!’
‘Look at mine!’
The three ladies held up gifts which they had saved to open at table. It was the Fourth of July, and on any day of the year that was in any way special they pulled the ribbons off gifts and cried, Oh, you shouldn’t have done it! They even got gifts on Memorial Day, that was how it was. Lincoln’s Birthday, Washington’s, Jefferson’s, Columbus Day, Friday the Thirteenth. It was quite a joke. Once they got gifts on a day that wasn’t any kind of day at all, with notes printed on them saying: JUST BECAUSE IT’S MONDAY! They talked about that particular incident for six months after.
Now there was a crisp rattling as they cut the ribbons with their fingernails which flashed red, and far away at the end of the tunnel of people sat Miss Leonora Welkes, still inching at her food, but slowing down until at last her fork came to rest and she watched the gifts exposed to the crystalline light.
‘Perfume! With Old Glory on the box!’
‘Bath powder, in the shape of a pinwheel!’
‘Candy, done up in ten-inch salutes!’
Everyone said how nice it was.
Miss Leonora Welkes said, ‘Oh, how nice that is.’
A moment later, Miss Welkes said, ‘I’m all done. It was a fine meal.’
‘Don’t you want any dessert?’ asked Grandma.
‘I’m choke-full.’ And Miss Welkes, smiling, glided from the room.
‘Smell!’ cried one young lady, waving the opened perfume under the men’s noses.
‘Ah!’ said everyone.
Douglas hit the screen door like a bullet to a target, and before it slammed he had taken sixty-eight steps across the cool green lawn in his bare feet. Money jingled in his pocket, the remains of his firecracker savings; and quite a remains, too. Now he thudded his bare feet on the warm summer twilight cement, across the street to press his nose on Mrs Singer’s store window, to see the devils laid in red round rows, the torpedoes in sawdust, the ten-inch salutes that could toss your head in the trees like a football, the nine inchers that could bang a can to the sun, and the Fire Balloons, so rare and beautiful, like withered red, white and blue butterflies, their delicate silk wings folded, ready to be lit and gassed with warm air later and sent up into the summer night among the stars. There were so many things to pack your pockets with, and yet as he stood there, counting the money, ten, twenty, forty, a dollar and seventy cents, precariously saved during a long year of mowing lawns and clipping hedges, he turned and looked back at Grandma’s house, at the highest room of all, up in the little green cupola, where the window was shut in the hottest weather, and the shades half drawn. Miss Welkes’ room.
In half an hour the kids would come like a summer shower, their feet raining on the pavement, their hands full of explosions, little adhesive turbans on their burned thumbs, smelling of brimstone and punk, to run him off in fairy circles where they waved the magical sparklers, tracing their names and their destinies in luminous firefly paths on the sultry evening air, making great white symbols that lingered in phosphorous afterimage even if you looked down from your night bed at three in the morning, remembering what a day and what an evening it had been. In half an hour he would be fat with treasure, breast pockets bulging with torpedoes, his money gone. But – now. He looked back and forth between the high room in Grandma’s house, and this store window full of dynamite wonders.
How many nights in winter had he gone down to the stone public library and seen Miss Welkes there with the stamp pad at her elbow and the purple ink rubber stamper in her hand, and the great book sections behind her?
‘Good evening, Douglas.’
‘Evening, Miss Welkes.’
‘Can I help you meet some new friends, tonight?’
‘Yes’m.’
‘I know a man named Longfellow,’ she said. Or, ‘I know a man named Whittier.’
And that was it. It wasn’t so much Miss Welkes herself, it was the people she knew. On autumn nights when, for no reason, the library might be empty for hours on end, she would say, ‘Let me bring out Mr Whittier.’ And she went back among the warm stacks of books, and returned to sit under the green glass shade, opening the book to meet the season, while Douglas sat on a stool looking up as her lips moved and, half of the time, she didn’t even glance at the words but could look away or close her eyes while she recited the poem about the pumpkin:
Oh – fruit loved of childhood – the old days recalling,
 
    When wood grapes were purpling and brown nuts were falling!
When wild ugly faces we carved in its skin,
 
    Glaring out through the dark with a candle within!
And Douglas would walk home, tall and enchanted.
Or on silver winter evenings when he and the wind blew wide the library door and dust stirred on the farthest counters and magazines turned their pages unaided in the vast empty rooms, then what more particularly apt than a good friend of Miss Welkes? Mr Robert Frost, what a name for winter! His poem about stopping by the woods on a winter evening to watch the woods fill up with snow ..…
And in the summer, only last night, Mr Whittier again, on a hot night in July that kept the people at home lying on their porches, the library like a great bread oven; there, under the green grass lamp:
Blessings on thee, little man,
 
    Barefoot boy with cheeks of tan …
Every morn shall lead thee through,
 
    Fresh baptisms of the dew!
And Miss Welkes’ face there, an oval, with her cobweb graying hair and her plainness, would be enchanted, color risen to her cheeks, and wetness to her lips, and the light from the reflection on the book pages shining her eyes and coloring her hair to a brightness!
In winter, he trudged home through icelands of magic, in summer through bakery winds of sorcery; the seasons given substance by the readings of Miss Welkes who knew so many people and introduced them, in due time to Douglas. Mr Poe and Mr Sandburg and Miss Amy Lowell and Mr Shakespeare.
The screen door opened under his hand.
‘Mrs Singer,’ he said, ‘have you got any perfume?’
The gift lay at the top of the stairs, tilted against her door. Supper had been early, over at six o’clock. There was the warm lull now before the extravagant evening. Downstairs, you could hear the tinkling of plates lifted to their kitchen wall racks. Douglas, at the furthest bend of the stairs, half hid in the attic door shadows, waited for Miss Welkes to twist her brass doorknob, waited to see the gift drop at her feet, unsigned, anonymous, sparkling with tape and gold stars.
At last, the door opened. The gift fell.
Miss Welkes looked down at it as if she was standing on the edge of a cliff she had never guessed was there before. She looked in all directions, slowly, and bent to pick it up. She didn’t open it, but stood in the doorway, holding the gift in her hands, for a long time. He heard her move inside and set the gift on a table. But there was no rattle of paper. She was looking at the gift, the wrapping, the tape, the stars, and not touching it.
‘Oh, Miss Welkes, Miss Welkes!’ he wanted to cry.
Half an hour later, there she was, on the front porch, seated with her neat hands folded, and watching the door. It was the summer evening ritual, the people on the porches, in the swings, on the figured pillows, the women talking and sewing, the men smoking, the children in idle groupings on the steps. But this was early, the town porches still simmering from the day, the echoes only temporarily allayed, the civil war of Independence Afternoon muffled for an hour in the sounds of poured lemonade and scraped dishes. But here, the only person on the street porches, alone, was Miss Leonora Welkes, her face pink instead of gray, flushed, her eyes watching the door, her body tensed forward. Douglas saw her from the tree where he hung in silent vigilance. He did not say hello, she did not see him there, and the hour passed into deeper twilight. Within the house the sounds of preparation grew intense and furious. Phones rang, feet ran up and down the avalanche of stairs, the three belles giggled, bath doors slammed, and then out and down the front steps went the three young ladies, one at a time, a man on her arm. Each time the door swung, Miss Welkes would lean forward, smiling wildly. And each time she sank back as the girls appeared in floaty green dresses and blew away like thistle down the darkening avenues, laughing up at the men.
That left only Mr Britz and Mr Jerrick, who lived upstairs across from Miss Welkes. You could hear them whistling idly at their mirrors, and through the open windows you could see them finger their ties.
Miss Welkes leaned over the porch geraniums to peer up at their windows, her heart pumping in her face, it seemed, making it heart-shaped and colorful. She was looking for the man who had left the gift.
And then Douglas smelled the odor. He almost fell from the tree.
Miss Welkes had tapped her ears and neck with drops of perfume, many, many bright drops ofSummer Night Odor, 97 cents a bottle! And she was sitting where the warm wind might blow this scent to whoever stepped out upon the porch. This would be her way of saying, I got your gift!Well?
‘It was me, Miss Welkes!’ screamed Douglas, silently, and hung in the tree, cold as ice.
‘Good evening, Mr Jerrick,’ said Miss Welkes, half rising.
‘Evening.’ Mr Jerrick sniffed in the doorway and looked at her. ‘Have a nice evening.’ He went whistling down the steps.
That left only Mr Britz, with his straw hat cocked over one eye, humming.
‘Here I am,’ said Miss Welkes, rising, certain that this must be the man, the last one in the house.
‘There you are,’ said Mr Britz, blinking. ‘Hey, you smell good. I never knew you used scent.’ He leered at her.
‘Someone gave me a gift.’
‘Well, that’s fine.’ And Mr Britz did a little dance going down the porch steps, his cane jauntily flung over his shoulder. ‘See you later, Miss W.’ He marched off.
Miss Welkes sat, and Douglas hung in the cooling tree. The kitchen sounds were fading. In a moment, Grandma would come out, bringing her pillow and a bottle of mosquito oil. Grandpa would cut the end off a long stogie and puff it to kill his own particular insects, and the aunts and uncles would arrive for the Independence Evening Event at the Spaulding House, the Festival of Fire, the shooting stars, the Roman Candles so diligently held by Grandpa, looking like Julius Caesar gone to flesh, standing with great dignity on the dark summer lawn, directing the setting off of fountains of red fire, and pinwheels of sizzle and smoke, while everyone, as if to the order of some celestial doctor, opened their mouths and said Ah! their faces burned into quick colors by blue, red, yellow, white flashes of sky bomb among the cloudy stars. The house windows would jingle with concussion. And Miss Welkes would sit among the strange people, the scent of perfume evaporating during the evening hours, until it was gone, and only the sad, wet smell of punk and sulfur would remain.
The children screamed by on the dim street now, calling for Douglas, but, hidden, he did not answer. He felt in his pocket for the remaining dollar and fifty cents. The children ran away into the night.
Douglas swung and dropped. He stood by the porch steps.
‘Miss Welkes?’
She glanced up. ‘Yes?’
Now that the time had come he was afraid. Suppose she refused, suppose she was embarrassed and ran up to lock her door and never came out again?
‘Tonight,’ he said, ‘there’s a swell show at the Elite Theater. Harold Lloyd inWELCOME, DANGER. The show starts at eight o’clock, and afterward we’ll have a chocolate sundae at the Midnight Drug Store, open until eleven forty-five. I’ll go change clothes.’
She looked down at him and didn’t speak. Then she opened the door and went up the stairs.
‘Miss Welkes!’ he cried.
‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Run and put your shoes on!’
It was seven thirty, the porch filling with people, when Douglas emerged, in his dark suit, with a blue tie, his hair wet with water, and his feet in the hot tight shoes.
‘Why, Douglas!’ the aunts and uncles and Grandma and Grandpa cried, ‘Aren’t you staying for the fireworks?’
‘No.’ And he looked at the fireworks laid out so beautifully crisp and smelling of powder, the pinwheels and sky bombs, and the Fire Balloons, three of them, folded like moths in their tissue wings, those balloons he loved most dearly of all, for they were like a summer night dream going up quietly, breathlessly on the still high air, away and away to far lands, glowing and breathing light as long as you could see them. Yes, the Fire Balloons, those especially would he miss, while seated in the Elite Theater tonight.
There was a whisper, the screen door stood wide, and there was Miss Welkes.
‘Good evening, Mr Spaulding,’ she said to Douglas.
‘Good evening, Miss Welkes,’ he said.
She was dressed in a gray suit no one had seen ever before, neat and fresh, with her hair up under a summer straw hat, and standing there in the dim porch light she was like the carved goddess on the great marble library clock come to life.
‘Shall we go, Mr Spaulding?’ and Douglas walked her down the steps.
‘Have a good time!’ said everyone.
‘Douglas!’ called Grandfather.
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Douglas,’ said Grandfather, after a pause, holding his cigar in his hand. ‘I’m saving one of the Fire Balloons. I’ll be up when you come home. We’ll light her together and send her up. How’s that sound, eh?’
‘Swell!’ said Douglas.
‘Good night, boy.’ Grandpa waved him quietly on.
‘Good night, sir.’
He took Miss Leonora Welkes down the street, over the sidewalks of the summer evening, and they talked about Mr Longfellow and Mr Whittier and Mr Poe all the way to the Elite Theater …
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America
We are the dream that other people dream.
The land where other people land.
When late at night
They think on flight
And, flying, here arrive
Where we fools dumbly thrive ourselves.
Refuse to see
We be what all the world would like to be.
Because we hive within this scheme
The obvious dream is blind to us.
We do not mind the miracle we are,
So stop our mouths with curses.
While all the world rehearses
Coming here to stay.
We busily make plans to go away.
How dumb! newcomers cry, arrived from     Chad.
You’re mad! Iraqis shout.
We’d sell our souls if we could be you.
How come you cannot see the way we see you?
You tread a freedom forest as you please.
But, damn! You miss the forest for the trees.
Ten thousand wanderers a week
Engulf your shore,
You wonder what their shouting’s for,
And why so glad?
Run warm those souls: America is bad?
Sit down, stare in their faces, see!
You be the hoped-for thing a hopeless world would be.
In tides of immigrants that this year flow
You still remain the beckoning hearth they’d know.
In midnight beds with blueprint, plan and scheme
You are the dream that other people dream.
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And the Rock Cried Out
The raw carcasses, hung in the sunlight, rushed at them, vibrated with heat and red color in the green jungle air, and were gone. The stench of rotting flesh gushed through the car windows, and Leonora Webb quickly pressed the button that whispered her door window up.
‘Good Lord,’ she said, ‘those open-air butcher shops.’
The smell was still in the car, a smell of war and horror.
‘Did you see the flies?’ she asked.
‘When you buy any kind of meat in those markets,’ John Webb said, ‘you slap the beef with your hand. The flies lift from the meat so you can get a look at it.’
He turned the car around a lush bend in the green rain-jungle road.
‘Do you think they’ll let us into Juatala when we get there?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Watch out!’
He saw the bright things in the road too late, tried to swerve, but hit them. There was a terrible sighing from the right front tire, the car heaved about and sank to a stop. He opened his side of the car and stepped out. The jungle was hot and silent and the highway empty, very empty and quiet at noon.
He walked to the front of the car and bent, all the while checking his revolver in its underarm holster.
Leonora’s window gleamed down. ‘Is the tire hurt much?’
‘Ruined, utterly ruined!’ He picked up the bright thing that had stabbed and slashed the tire.
‘Pieces of a broken machete,’ he said, ‘placed in adobe holders pointing toward our car wheels. We’re lucky it didn’t getallour tires.’
‘Butwhy?’
‘You know as well as I.’ He nodded to the newspaper beside her, at the date, the headlines:
 
OCTOBER 4th, 1963: UNITED STATES,
 
Europe SILENT!
THE RADIOS OF THE U.S.A. AND EUROPE ARE DEAD. THERE IS A GREAT SILENCE. THE WAR HAS SPENT ITSELF.
It is believed that most of the population of the United States is dead. It is believed that most of Europe, Russia, and Siberia is equally decimated. The day of the white people of the earth is over and finished.
‘It all came so fast,’ said Webb. ‘One week we’re on another tour, a grand vacation from home. The next week – this.’
They both looked away from the black headlines to the jungle.
The jungle looked back at them with a vastness, a breathing moss-and-leaf silence, with a billion diamond and emerald insect eyes.
‘Be careful, Jack.’
He pressed two buttons. An automatic lift under the front wheels hissed and hung the car in the air. He jammed a key nervously into the right wheel plate. The tire, frame and all, with a sucking pop, bounced from the wheel. It was a matter of seconds to lock the spare in place and roll the shattered tire back to the luggage compartment. He had his gun out while he did all this.
‘Don’t stand in the open, please, Jack.’
‘So it’s starting already.’ He felt his hair burning hot on his skull. ‘News travels fast.’
‘For God’s sake,’ said Leonora. ‘They canhearyou!’
He stared at the jungle.
‘I know you’re in there!’
‘Jack!’
He aimed at the silent jungle. ‘I see you!’ He fired four, five times, quickly, wildly.
The jungle ate the bullets with hardly a quiver, a brief slit sound like torn silk where the bullets bored and vanished into a million acres of green leaves, trees, silence, and moist earth. The brief echo of the shots died. Only the car muttered its exhaust behind Webb. He walked around the car, got in, and shut the door and locked it.
He reloaded the gun, sitting in the front seat. Then they drove away from the place.
They drove steadily.
‘Did you see anyone?’
‘No. You?’
She shook her head.
‘You’re going too fast.’
He slowed only in time. As they rounded a curve another clump of the bright flashing objects filled the right side of the road. He swerved to the left and passed.
‘Sons-of-bitches!’
‘They’re not sons-of-bitches, they’re just people who never had a car like this or anything at all.’
Something ticked across the windowpane.
There was a streak of colorless liquid on the glass.
Leonora glanced up. ‘Is it going to rain?’
‘No, an insect hit the pane.’
Another tick.
‘Are you sure that was an insect?’
Tick, tick, tick.
‘Shut the window!’ he said, speeding up.
Something fell in her lap.
She looked down at it. He reached over to touch the thing. ‘Quick!’
She pressed the button. The window snapped up.
Then she examined her lap again.
The tiny blowgun dart glistened there.
‘Don’t get any of the liquid on you,’ he said. ‘Wrap it in your handkerchief – we’ll throw it away later.’
He had the car up to sixty miles an hour.
‘If we hit another road block, we’re done.’
‘This is a local thing,’ he said. ‘We’ll drive out of it.’
The panes were ticking all the time. A shower of things blew at the window and fell away in their speed.
‘Why,’ said Leonora Webb, ‘they don’t evenknowus!’
‘I only wish they did.’ He gripped the wheel. ‘It’s hard to kill people you know. But not hard to kill strangers.’
‘I don’t want to die,’ she said simply, sitting there.
He put his hand inside his coat. ‘If anything happens to me, my gun is here. Use it, for God’s sake, and don’t waste time.’
She moved over close to him and they drove seventy-five miles an hour down a straight stretch in the jungle road, saying nothing.
With the windows up, the heat was oven-thick in the car.
‘It’s so silly,’ she said, at last. ‘Putting the knives in the road. Trying to hit us with the blowguns. How could they know that the next car along would be driven by white people?’
‘Don’t ask them to be that logical,’ he said. ‘A car is a car. It’s big, it’s rich. The money in one car would last them a lifetime. And anyway, if you road-block a car, chances are you’ll get either an American tourist or a rich Spaniard, comparatively speaking, whose ancestors should have behaved better. And if you happen to road-block another Indian, hell, all you do is go out and help him change tires.’
‘What time is it?’ she asked.
For the thousandth time he glanced at his empty wrist. Without expression or surprise, he fished in his coat pocket for the glistening gold watch with the silent sweep hand. A year ago he had seen a native stare at this watch and stare at it and stare at it with almost a hunger. Then the native had examined him, not scowling, not hating, not sad or happy; nothing except puzzled.
He had taken the watch off that day and never worn it since.
‘Noon,’ he said.
Noon.
The border lay ahead. They saw it and both cried out at once. They pulled up, smiling, not knowing they smiled.…
John Webb leaned out the window, started gesturing to the guard at the border station, caught himself, and got out of his car. He walked ahead to the station where three young men, very short, in lumpy uniforms, stood talking. They did not look up at Webb, who stopped before them. They continued conversing in Spanish, ignoring him.
‘I beg your pardon,’ said John Webb at last. ‘Can we pass over the border into Juatala?’
One of the men turned for a moment. ‘Sorry,señor.’
The three men talked again.
‘You don’t understand,’ said Webb, touching the first man’s elbow. ‘We’vegotto get through.’
The man shook his head. ‘Passports are no longer good. Why should you want to leave our country, anyway?’
‘It was announced on the radio. All Americans to leave the country, immediately.’
‘Ah,sí, sí.’ All three soldiers nodded and leered at each other with shining eyes.
‘Or be fined or imprisoned, or both,’ said Webb.
‘We could let you over the border, but Juatala would give you twenty-four hours to leave, also. If you don’t believe me, listen!’ The guard turned and called across the border, ‘Aye, there! Aye!’
In the hot sun, forty yards distant, a pacing man turned, his rifle in his arms.
‘Aye there, Paco, you want these two people?’
‘No,gracias – gracias, no,’ replied the man, smiling.
‘You see?’ said the guard, turning to John Webb.
All of the soldiers laughed together.
‘I have money,’ said Webb.
The men stopped laughing.
The first guard stepped up to John Webb and his face was now not relaxed or easy; it was like brown stone.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They always have money. I know. They come here and they think money will do everything. But what is money? It is only a promise,señor. This I know from books. And when somebody no longer likes your promise, what then?’
‘I will give you anything you ask.’
‘Will you?’ The guard turned to his friends. ‘He will give meanythingI ask.’ To Webb: ‘It was a joke.Wewere always a joke to you, weren’t we?’
‘No.’
‘Mañana, you laughed at us;mañana, you laughed at our siestas and ourmañanas, didn’t you?’
‘Not me. Someone else.’
‘Yes, you.’
‘I’ve never been to this particular station before.’
‘I know you, anyway. Run here, do this, do that. Oh, here’s a peso, buy yourself a house. Run over there, do this, do that.’
‘It wasn’t me.’
‘He looked like you, anyway.’
They stood in the sun with their shadows dark under them, and the perspiration coloring their armpits. The soldier moved closer to John Webb. ‘I don’t have to do anything for you anymore.’
‘You never had to before. I never asked it.’
‘You’re trembling,señor.’
‘I’m all right. It’s the sun.’
‘How much money have you got?’ asked the guard.
‘A thousand pesos to let us through, and a thousand for the other man over there.’
The guard turned again. ‘Will a thousand pesos be enough?’
‘No,’ said the other guard. ‘Tell him to report us!’
‘Yes,’ said the guard, back to Webb again. ‘Report me. Get me fired. I was fired once, years ago, by you.’
‘It was someone else.’
‘Take my name. It is Carlos Rodriguez Ysotl. Go on now.’
‘I see.’
‘No, you don’t see,’ said Carlos Rodriguez Ysotl. ‘Now give me two thousand pesos.’
John Webb took out his wallet and handed over the money. Carlos Rodriguez Ysotl licked his thumb and counted the money slowly under the blue glazed sky of his country as noon deepened and sweat arose from hidden sources and people breathed and panted above their shadows.
‘Two thousand pesos.’ He folded it and put it in his pocket quietly. ‘Now turn your car around and head for another border.’
‘Hold on now, damn it!’
The guard looked at him. ‘Turn your car.’
They stood a long time that way, with the sun blazing on the rifle in the guard’s hands, not speaking. And then John Webb turned and walked slowly, one hand to his face, back to the car and slid into the front seat.
‘What’re we going to do?’ said Leonora.
‘Rot. Or try to reach Porto Bello.’
‘But we need gas and our spare fixed. And going back over those highways … This time they might drop logs, and—’
‘I know, I know.’ He rubbed his eyes and sat for a moment with his head in his hands. ‘We’re alone, my God, we’re alone. Remember how safe we used to feel? How safe? We registered in all the big towns with the American Consuls. Remember how the joke went? “Everywhere you go you can hear the rustle of the eagle’s wings!” Or was it the sound of paper money? I forget. Jesus, Jesus, the world got empty awfully quick. Who do I call on now?’
She waited a moment and then said, ‘I guess just me. That’s not much.’
He put his arm around her. ‘You’ve been swell. No hysterics, nothing.’
‘Tonight maybe I’ll be screaming, when we’re in bed, if we ever find a bed again. It’s been a million miles since breakfast.’
He kissed her, twice, on her dry mouth. Then he sat slowly back. ‘First thing is to try to find gas. If we can get that, we’re ready to head for Porto Bello.’
The three soldiers were talking and joking as they drove away.
After they had been driving a minute, he began to laugh quietly.
‘What were you thinking?’ asked his wife.
‘I remember an old spiritual. It goes like this:
‘“I went to the Rock to hide my face And the Rock cried out, ‘No Hiding Place, There’s no Hiding Place down here.’” ’
‘I remember that,’ she said.
‘It’s an appropriate song right now,’ he said. ‘I’d sing the whole thing for you if I could remember it all. And if I felt like singing.’
He put his foot harder to the accelerator.
They stopped at a gas station and after a minute, when the attendant did not appear, John Webb honked the horn. Then, appalled, he snapped his hand away from the horn-ring, looking at it as if it were the hand of a leper.
‘I shouldn’t have done that.’
The attendant appeared in the shadowy doorway of the gas station. Two other men appeared behind him.
The three men came out and walked around the car, looking at it, touching it, feeling it.
Their faces were like burned copper in the daylight. They touched the resilient tires, they sniffed the rich new smell of the metal and upholstery.
‘Señor,’said the gas attendant at last.
‘We’d like to buy some gas, please.’
‘We are all out of gas,señor.’
‘But your tank reads full. I see the gas in the glass container up there.’
‘We are all out of gas,’ said the man.
‘I’ll give you ten pesos a gallon!’
‘Gracias, no.’
‘We haven’t enough gas to get anywhere from here.’ Webb checked the gauge. ‘Not even a quarter gallon left. We’d better leave the car here and go into town and see what we can do there.’
‘I’ll watch the car for you,señor,’ said the station attendant. ‘If you leave the keys.’
‘We can’t do that!’ said Leonora. ‘Can we?’
‘I don’t see what choice we have. We can stall it on the road and leave it to anyone who comes along, or leave it with this man.’
‘That’s better,’ said the man.
They climbed out of the car and stood looking at it.
‘It was a beautiful car,’ said John Webb.
‘Very beautiful,’ said the man, his hand out for the keys. ‘I will take good care of it,señor.’
‘But, Jack—’
She opened the back door and started to take out the luggage. Over her shoulder, he saw the bright travel stickers, the storm of color that had descended upon and covered the worn leather now after years of travel, after years of the best hotels in two dozen countries.
She tugged at the valises, perspiring, and he stopped her hands and they stood gasping there for a moment, in the open door of the car, looking at these fine rich suitcases, inside which were the beautiful tweeds and woolens and silks of their lives and living, the forty-dollar-an-ounce perfumes and the cool dark furs and the silvery golf shafts. Twenty years were packed into each of the cases; twenty years and four dozen parts they had played in Rio, in Paris, in Rome and Shanghai, but the part they played most frequently and best of all was the rich and buoyant, amazingly happy Webbs, the smiling people, the ones who could make that rarely balanced martini known as the Sahara.
‘We can’t carry it all into town,’ he said. ‘We’ll come back for it later. Later.’
‘But …’
He silenced her by turning her away and starting her off down the road.
‘But we can’t leave it there, we can’t leave all our luggage and we can’t leave our car! Oh look here now, I’ll roll up the windows and lock myself in the car, while you go for the gas, why not?’ she said.
He stopped and glanced back at the three men standing by the car, which blazed in the yellow sun. Their eyes were shining and looking at the woman.
‘There’s your answer,’ he said. ‘Come on.’
‘But you justdon’twalk off and leave a four-thousand-dollar automobile!’ she cried.
He moved her along, holding her elbow firmly and with quiet decision. ‘A car is to travel in. When it’s not traveling, it’s useless. Right now, we’ve got to travel; that’s everything. The car isn’t worth a dime without gas in it. A pair of good strong legs is worth a hundred cars, if you use the legs. We’ve just begun to toss things overboard. We’ll keep dropping ballast until there’s nothing left to heave but our hides.’
He let her go. She was walking steadily now, and she fell into step with him. ‘It’s so strange. So strange. I haven’t walked like this in years.’ She watched the motion of her feet beneath her, she watched the road pass by, she watched the jungle moving to either side, she watched her husband striding quickly along, until she seemed hypnotized by the steady rhythm. ‘But I guess you can learn anything over again,’ she said, at last.
The sun moved in the sky and they moved for a long while on the hot road. When he was quite ready, the husband began to think aloud. ‘You know, in a way, I think it’s good to be down to essentials. Now instead of worrying over a dozen damned things, it’s just two items – you and me.’
‘Watch it, here comes a car – we’d better …’
They half turned, yelled, and jumped. They fell away from the highway and lay watching the automobile hurtle past at seventy miles an hour. Voices sang, men laughed, men shouted, waving. The car sped away into the dust and vanished around a curve, blaring its double horns again and again.
He helped her up and they stood in the quiet road.
‘Did you see it?’
They watched the dust settle slowly.
‘I hope they remember to change the oil and check the battery, at least. I hope they think to put water in the radiator,’ she said, and paused. ‘They were singing, weren’t they?’
He nodded. They stood blinking at the great dust cloud filtering down like yellow pollen upon their heads and arms. He saw a few bright splashes flick from her eyelids when she blinked.
‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘After all, it was only a machine.’
‘I loved it.’
‘We’re always loving everything too much.’
Walking, they passed a shattered wine bottle which steamed freshly as they stepped over it.
They were not far from the town, walking single file, the wife ahead, the husband following, looking at their feet as they walked, when a sound of tin and steam and bubbling water made them turn and look at the road behind them. An old man in a 1929 Ford drove along the road at a moderate speed. The car’s fenders were gone, and the sun had flaked and burned the paint badly, but he rode in the seat with a great deal of quiet dignity, his face a thoughtful darkness under a dirty Panama hat, and when he saw the two people he drew the car up, steaming, the engine joggling under the hood, and opened the squealing door as he said, ‘This is no day for walking.’
‘Thank you,’ they said.
‘It is nothing.’ The old man wore an ancient yellowed white summer suit, with a rather greasy tie knotted loosely at his wrinkled throat. He helped the lady into the rear seat with a gracious bow of his head. ‘Let us men sit up front,’ he suggested, and the husband sat up front and the car moved off in trembling vapors.
‘Well. My name is Garcia.’
There were introductions and noddings.
‘Your car broke down? You are on your way for help?’ saidSeñorGarcia.
‘Yes.’
‘Then let me drive you and a mechanic back out,’ offered the old man.
They thanked him and kindly turned the offer aside and he made it once again, but upon finding that his interest and concern caused them embarrassment, he very politely turned to another subject.
He touched a small stack of folded newspapers on his lap.
‘Do you read the papers? Of course, you do. But do you read them as I read them? I rather doubt that you have come upon my system. No, it was not exactly myself that came upon it; the system was forced upon me. But now I know what a clever thing it has turned out to be. I always get the newspapers a week late. All of us, those who are interested, get the papers a week late, from the Capital. And this circumstance makes for a man being a clear-thinking man. You are very careful with your thinking when you pick up a week-old paper.’
The husband and wife asked him to continue.
‘Well,’ said the old man, ‘I remember once, when I lived in the Capital for a month and bought the paper fresh each day, I went wild with love, anger, irritation, frustration; all of the passions boiled in me. I was young. I exploded at everything I saw. But then I saw what I was doing: I was believing what I read. Have you noticed? You believe a paper printed on the very day you buy it? This has happened but only an hour ago, you think! It must be true.’ He shook his head. ‘So I learned to stand back away and let the paper age and mellow. Back here, in Colonia, I saw the headlines diminish to nothing. The week-old paper – why, you can spit on it if you wish. It is like a woman you once loved, but you now see, a few days later, she is not quite what you thought. She has rather a plain face. She is no deeper than a cup of water.’
He steered the car gently, his hands upon the wheel as upon the heads of his good children, with care and affection. ‘So here I am, returning to my home to read my weekly papers, to peek sideways at them, to toy with them.’ He spread one on his knee, glancing down to it on occasion as he drove. ‘How white this paper is, like the mind of a child that is an idiot, poor thing, all blank. You can put anything into an empty place like that. Here, do you see? This paper speaks and says that the light-skinned people of the world are dead. Now that is a very silly thing to say. At this very moment, there are probably millions upon millions of white men and women eating their noon meals or their suppers. The earth trembles, a town collapses, people run from the town, screaming,All is lost!In the next village, the population wonders what all of the shouting is about, sincetheyhave had a most splendid night’s repose. Ah, ah, what a sly world it is. People do not see how sly it is. It is either night or day to them. Rumor flies. This very afternoon all of the little villages upon this highway, behind us and ahead of us, are in carnival. The white man is dead, the rumors say, and yet here I come into the town with two very lively ones. I hope you don’t mind my speaking in this way? If I do not talk to you I would then be talking to this engine up in the front, which makes a great noise speaking back.’
They were at the edge of town.
‘Please,’ said John Webb, ‘it wouldn’t be wise for you to be seen with us today. We’ll get out here.’
The old man stopped his car reluctantly and said, ‘You are most kind and thoughtful of me.’ He turned to look at the lovely wife.
‘When I was a young man I was very full of wildness and ideas. I read all of the books from France by a man named Jules Verne. I see you know his name. But at night I many times thought I must be an inventor. That is all gone by; I never did what I thought I might do. But I remember clearly that one of the machines I wished to put together was a machine that would help every man, for an hour, to be like any other man. The machine was full of colors and smells and it had film in it, like a theater, and the machine was like a coffin. You lay in it. And you touched a button. And for an hour you could be one of those Eskimos in the cold wind up there, or you could be an Arab gentleman on a horse. Everything a New York man felt, you could feel. Everything a man from Sweden smelled, you could smell. Everything a man from China tasted, your tongue knew. The machine was like another man – do you see what I was after? And by touching many of the buttons, each time you got into my machine, you could be a white man or a yellow man or a Negrito. You could be a child or a woman, even, if you wished to be very funny.’
The husband and wife climbed from the car.
‘Did you ever try to invent that machine?’
‘It was so very long ago. I had forgotten until today. And today I was thinking, we could make use of it, we are in need of it. What a shame I never tried to put it all together. Someday some other man will do it.’
‘Someday,’ said John Webb.
‘It has been a pleasure talking with you,’ said the old man. ‘God go with you.’
‘Adiós, SeñorGarcia,’ they said.
The car drove slowly away, steaming. They stood watching it go, for a full minute. Then, without speaking, the husband reached over and took his wife’s hand.
They entered the small town of Colonia on foot. They walked past the little shops – the butcher shop, the photographer’s. People stopped and looked at them as they went by and did not stop looking at them as long as they were in sight. Every few seconds, as he walked, Webb put up his hand to touch the holster hidden under his coat, secretly, tentatively, like someone feeling for a tiny boil that is growing and growing every hour and every hour …
The patio of the Hotel Esposa was cool as a grotto under a blue waterfall. In it caged birds sang, and footsteps echoed like small rifle shots, clear and smooth.
‘Remember? We stopped here years ago,’ said Webb, helping his wife up the steps. They stood in the cool grotto, glad of the blue shade.
‘SeñorEsposa,’ said John Webb, when a fat man came forward from the desk, squinting at them. ‘Do you remember me – John Webb? Five years ago – we played cards one night.’
‘Of course, of course.’SeñorEsposa bowed to the wife and shook hands briefly. There was an uncomfortable silence.
Webb cleared his throat. ‘We’ve had a bit of trouble,señor. Could we have a room for tonight only?’
‘Your money is always good here.’
‘You mean you’ll actually give us a room? We’ll be glad to pay in advance. Lord, we need the rest. But, more than that, we need gas.’
Leonora picked at her husband’s arm. ‘Remember? We haven’t a car anymore.’
‘Oh. Yes.’ He fell silent for a moment and then sighed. ‘Well. Never mind the gas. Is there a bus out of here for the Capital soon?’
‘All will be attended to, in time,’ said the manager nervously. ‘This way.’
As they were climbing the stairs they heard a noise. Looking out they saw their car riding around and around the plaza, eight times, loaded with men who were shouting and singing and hanging on to the front fenders, laughing. Children and dogs ran after the car.
‘I would like to own a car like that,’ saidSeñorEsposa.
He poured a little cool wine for the three of them, standing in the room on the third floor of the Esposa Hotel.
‘To “change,”’ saidSeñorEsposa.
‘I’ll drink to that.’
They drank.SeñorEsposa licked his lips and wiped them on his coat sleeve. ‘We are always surprised and saddened to see the world change. It is insane, they have run out on us, you say. It is unbelievable. And now, well – you are safe for the night. Shower and have a good supper. I won’t be able to keep you more than one night, to repay you for your kindness to me five years ago.’
‘And tomorrow?’
‘Tomorrow? Do not take any bus to the Capital, please. There are riots in the streets there. A few people from the North have been killed. It is nothing. It will pass in a few days. But you must be careful until those few days pass and the blood cools. There are many wicked people taking advantage of this day,señor. For forty-eight hours anyway, under the guise of a great resurgence of nationalism, these people will try to gain power. Selfishness and patriotism,señor; today I cannot tell one from the other. So – you must hide. That is a problem. The town will know you are here in another few hours. This might be dangerous to my hotel. I cannot say.’
‘We understand. It’s good of you to helpthismuch.’
‘If you need anything, call me.’SeñorEsposa drank the rest of the wine in his glass. ‘Finish the bottle,’ he said.
The fireworks began at nine that evening. First one skyrocket then another soared into the dark sky and burst out upon the winds, building architectures of flame. Each skyrocket, at the top of its ride, cracked open and let out a formation of streamers in red and white flame that made something like the dome of a beautiful cathedral.
Leonora and John Webb stood by the open window in their unlit room, watching and listening. As the hour latened, more people streamed into town from every road and path and began to roam, arm in arm, around the plaza, singing, barking like dogs, crowing like roosters, and then falling down on the tile sidewalks, sitting there, laughing, their heads thrown back, while the skyrockets burst explosive colors on the tilted faces. A brass band began to thump and wheeze.
‘So here we are,’ said John Webb, ‘after a few hundred years of living high. So this is what’s left of our white supremacy – you and I in a dark room in a hotel three hundred miles inside a celebrating country.’
‘You’ve got to see their side of it.’
‘Oh, I’ve seen it ever since I was that high. In a way, I’m glad they’re happy. God knows they’ve waited long enough to be. But I wonder how long that happiness will last. Now that the scapegoat is gone, who will they blame for oppression, who will be as handy and as obvious and as guilty as you and I and the man who lived in this room before us?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘We were so convenient. The man who rented this room last month, he was convenient, he stood out. He made loud jokes about the natives’ siestas. He refused to learn even a smattering of Spanish. Let them learn English, by God, and speak like men, he said. And he drank too much and whored too much with this country’s women.’ He broke off and moved back from the window. He stared at the room.
The furniture, he thought. Whereheput his dirty shoes upon the sofa, whereheburned holes in the carpet with cigarettes; the wet spot on the wall near the bed, God knows what or how he didthat. The chairs scarred and kicked. It wasn’t his hotel or his room; it was borrowed, it meant nothing. So this son-of-a-bitch went around the country for the past one hundred years, a traveling commercial, a Chamber of Commerce, and now hereweare, enough like him to be his brother and sister, and theretheyare down there on the night of the Butlers’ Ball. They don’t know, or if they know they won’t think of it, that tomorrow they’ll be just as poor, just as oppressed as ever, that the whole machine will only have shifted into another gear.
Now the band had stopped playing below; a man had leaped up, shouting, on the bandstand. There was a flash of machetes in the air and the brown gleam of half-naked bodies.
The man on the bandstand faced the hotel and looked up at the dark room where John and Leonora Webb now stood back out of the intermittent flares.
The man shouted.
‘What does he say?’ asked Leonora.
John Webb translated: ‘“It is now a free world,” he says.’
The man yelled.
John Webb translated again. ‘He says, “We arefree!”’
The man lifted himself on his toes and made a motion of breaking manacles. ‘He says, “No one owns us, no one in all the world.”’
The crowd roared and the band began to play, and while it was playing, the man on the grandstand stood glaring up at the room window, with all of the hatred of the universe in his eyes.
During the night there were fights and pummelings and voices lifted, arguments and shots fired. John Webb lay awake and heard the voice ofSeñorEsposa below, reasoning, talking quietly, firmly. And then the fading away of the tumult, the last rockets in the sky, the last breakings of bottles on the cobbles.
At five in the morning the air was warming into a new day. There was the softest of taps on the bedroom door.
‘It is me, it is Esposa,’ said a voice.
John Webb hesitated, half-dressed, numbed on his feet from lack of sleep, then opened the door.
‘What a night, what a night!’ saidSeñorEsposa, coming in, shaking his head, laughing gently. ‘Did you hear that noise? Yes? They tried to come up here to your room. I prevented this.’
‘Thank you’ said Leonora, still in bed, turned to the wall.
‘They were all old friends. I made an agreement with them, anyway. They were drunk enough and happy enough so they agreed to wait. I am to make a proposition to you two.’ Suddenly he seemed embarrassed. He moved to the window. ‘Everyone is sleeping late. A few are up. A few men. See them there on the far side of the plaza?’
John Webb looked out at the plaza. He saw the brown men talking quietly there about the weather, the world, the sun, this town, and perhaps the wine.
‘Señor, have you ever been hungry in your life?’
‘For a day, once.’
‘Only for a day. Have you always had a house to live in and a car to drive?’
‘Until yesterday.’
‘Were you ever without a job?’
‘Never.’
‘Did all of your brothers and sisters live to be twenty-one years old?’
‘All of them.’
‘Even I,’ saidSeñorEsposa, ‘evenIhate you a little bit now. ForIhave been without a home.Ihave been hungry.Ihave three brothers and one sister buried in that graveyard on the hill beyond the town, all dead of tuberculosis before they were nine years old.’
SeñorEsposa glanced at the men in the plaza. ‘Now, I am no longer hungry or poor, I have a car, I am alive. But I am one in a thousand. What canyousay to them out there today?’
‘I’ll try to think of something.’
‘Long ago I stopped trying.Señor, we havealwaysbeen a minority, we white people. I am Spanish, but I was born here. They tolerate me.’
‘We have never let ourselves think about our being a minority,’ said Webb, ‘and now it’s hard to get used to the fact.’
‘You have behaved beautifully.’
‘Is that a virtue?’
‘In the bull ring, yes; in war, yes; in anything like this, most assuredly yes. You do not complain, you do not make excuses. You do not run and make a spectacle of yourself. I think you are both very brave.’
The hotel manager sat down, slowly, helplessly.
‘I’ve come to offer you the chance to settle down,’ he said.
‘We wanted to move on, if possible.’
The manager shrugged. ‘Your car is stolen, I can do nothing to get it back. You cannot leave town. Remain then and accept my offer of a position in my hotel.’
‘You don’t think there is any way for us to travel?’
‘It might be twenty days,señor, or twenty years. You cannot exist without money, food, lodging. Consider my hotel and the work I can give you.’
The manager arose and walked unhappily to the door and stood by the chair, touching Webb’s coat, which was draped over it.
‘What’s the job?’ asked Webb.
‘In the kitchen,’ said the manager, and looked away.
John Webb sat on the bed and said nothing. His wife did not move.
SeñorEsposa said, ‘It is the best I can do. What more can you ask of me? Last night, those others down in the plaza wanted both of you. Did you see the machetes? I bargained with them. You were lucky. I told them you would be employed in my hotel for the next twenty years, that you were my employees and deserve my protection!’
‘You saidthat!’
‘Señor, señor, be thankful! Consider! Where will you go? The jungle? You will be dead in two hours from the snakes. Then can you walk five hundred miles to a capital which will not welcome you? No – you must face the reality.’SeñorEsposa opened the door. ‘I offer you an honest job and you will be paid the standard wages of two pesos a day, plus meals. Would you rather be with me, or out in the plaza at noon with our friends? Consider.’
The door was shut.SeñorEsposa was gone.
Webb stood looking at the door for a long while.
Then he walked to the chair and fumbled with the holster under the draped white shirt. The holster was empty. He held it in his hands and blinked at its emptiness and looked again at the door through whichSeñorEsposa had just passed. He went over and sat down on the bed beside his wife. He stretched out beside her and took her in his arms and kissed her, and they lay there, watching the room get brighter with the new day.
At eleven o’clock in the morning, with the great doors on the windows of their room flung back, they began to dress. There were soap, towels, shaving equipment, even perfume in the bathroom, provided by Mr Esposa.
John Webb shaved and dressed carefully.
At eleven-thirty he turned on the small radio near their bed. You could usually get New York or Cleveland or Houston on such a radio. But the air was silent. John Webb turned the radio off.
‘There’s nothing to go back to – nothing to go back for – nothing.’
His wife sat on a chair near the door, looking at the wall.
‘We could stay here and work,’ he said.
She stirred at last. ‘No. We couldn’t do that, not really. Could we?’
‘No, I guess not.’
‘There’s no way we could do that. We’re being consistent, anyway; spoiled, but consistent.’
He thought a moment. ‘We could make for the jungle.’
‘I don’t think we can move from the hotel without being seen. We don’t want to try to escape and be caught. It would be far worse that way.’
He nodded.
They both sat a moment.
‘It might not be too bad, working here,’ he said.
‘What would we be living for? Everyone’s dead – your father, mine, your mother, mine, your brothers, mine, all our friends, everything gone, everything we understood.’
He nodded.
‘Or if we took the job, one day soon one of the men would touch me and you’d go after him, you know you would. Or someone would do something to you, andI’ddo something.’
He nodded again.
They sat for fifteen minutes, talking quietly. Then, at last, he picked up the telephone and ticked the cradle with his finger.
‘Bueno,’said a voice on the other end.
‘SeñorEsposa?’
‘Sí.’
‘SeñorEsposa,’ he paused and licked his lips, ‘tell your friends we will be leaving the hotel at noon.’
The phone did not immediately reply. Then with a sighSeñorEsposa said, ‘As you wish. You are sure—?’
The phone was silent for a full minute. Then it was picked up again and the manager said quietly, ‘My friends say they will be waiting for you on the far side of the plaza.’
‘We will meet them there,’ said John Webb.
‘Andseñor—’
‘Yes.’
‘Do not hate me, do not hate us.’
‘I don’t hate anybody.’
‘It is a bad world,señor. None of us know how we got here or what we are doing. These men don’t know what they are mad at, except they are mad. Forgive them and do not hate them.’
‘I don’t hate them or you.’
‘Thank you, thank you.’ Perhaps the man on the far end of the telephone wire was crying. There was no way to tell. There were great lapses in his talking, in his breathing. After a while he said, ‘We don’t know why we do anything. Men hit each other for no reason except they are unhappy. Remember that. I am your friend. I would help you if I could. But I cannot. It would be me against the town. Good-bye,señor.’ He hung up.
John Webb sat in the chair with his hand on the silent phone. It was a moment before he glanced up. It was a moment before his eyes focused on an object immediately before him. When he saw it clearly, he still did not move, but sat regarding it, until a look of immensely tired irony appeared on his mouth. ‘Look here,’ he said at last.
Leonora followed his motion, his pointing.
They both sat looking at his cigarette which, neglected on the rim of the table while he telephoned, had burned down so that now it had charred a black hole in the clean surface of the wood.
It was noon, with the sun directly over them, pinning their shadows under them as they started down the steps of the Hotel Esposa. Behind them, the birds fluted in their bamboo cages, and water ran in a little fountain bath. They were as neat as they could get, their faces and hands washed, their nails clean, their shoes polished.
Across the plaza two hundred yards away stood a small group of men, in the shade of a store-front overhang. Some of the men were natives from the jungle area, with machetes gleaming at their sides. They were all facing the plaza.
John Webb looked at them for a long while. That isn’t everyone, he thought, that isn’t the whole country. That’s only the surface. That’s only the thin skin over the flesh. It’s not the body at all. Just the shell of an egg. Remember the crowds back home, the mobs, the riots? Always the same, there or here. A few mad faces up front, and the quiet ones far back, not taking part, letting things go, not wanting to be in it. The majority not moving. And so the few, the handful, take over and move for them.
His eyes did not blink. If we could break through that shell – God knows it’s thin! he thought. If we could talk our way through that mob and get to the quiet people beyond.… Can I do it? Can I say the right things? Can I keep my voice down?
He fumbled in his pockets and brought out a rumpled cigarette package and some matches.
I can try, he thought. How would the old man in the Ford have done it? I’ll try to do it his way. When we get across the plaza, I’ll start talking, I’ll whisper if necessary. And if we move slowly through the mob, we might just possibly find our way to the other people and we’ll be on high ground and we’ll be safe.
Leonora moved beside him. She was so fresh, so well groomed in spite of everything, so new in all this oldness, so startling, that his mind flinched and jerked. He found himself staring at her as if she’d betrayed him by her salt-whiteness, her wonderfully brushed hair and her cleanly manicured nails and her bright-red mouth.
Standing on the bottom step, Webb lit a cigarette, took two or three long drags on it, tossed it down, stepped on it, kicked the flattened butt into the street, and said, ‘Here we go.’
They stepped down and started around the far side of the plaza, past the few shops that were still open. They walked quietly.
‘Perhaps they’ll be decent to us.’
‘We can hope so.’
They passed a photographic shop.
‘It’s another day. Anything can happen. I believe that. No – I don’t really believe it. I’m only talking. I’ve got to talk or I wouldn’t be able to walk,’ she said.
They passed a candy shop.
‘Keep talking, then.’
‘I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘This can’t be happening to us! Are we the last ones in the world?’
‘Maybe next to the last.’
They approached an open aircarnecería.
God! he thought. How the horizons narrowed, how they came in. A year ago there weren’t four directions, there were a million for us. Yesterday they got down to four; we could go to Juatala, Porto Bello, San Juan Clementas, or Brioconbria. We were satisfied to have our car. Then when we couldn’t get gas, we were satisfied to have our clothes, then when they took our clothes, we were satisfied to have a place to sleep. Each pleasure they took away left us with one other creature comfort to hold on to. Did you see how we let go of one thing and clutched another so quickly? I guess that’s human. So they took away everything. There’s nothing left. Except us. It all boils down to just you and me walking along here, and thinking too goddamn much for my own good. And what counts in the end is whether they can take you away from me or me away from you, Lee, and I don’t think they can do that. They’ve got everything else and I don’t blame them. But they can’t really do anything else to us now. When you strip all the clothes away and the doodads, you have two human beings who were either happy or unhappy together, and we have no complaints.
‘Walk slowly,’ said John Webb.
‘I am.’
‘Not too slowly, to look reluctant. Not too fast, to look as if you want to get it over with. Don’t give them the satisfaction, Lee, don’t give them a damn bit.’
‘I won’t.’
They walked. ‘Don’t even touch me,’ he said, quietly. ‘Don’t even hold my hand.’
‘Oh, please!’
‘No, not even that.’
He moved away a few inches and kept walking steadily. His eyes were straight ahead and their pace was regular.
‘I’m beginning to cry, Jack.’
‘Goddamn it!’ he said, measuredly, between his teeth, not looking aside. ‘Stop it! Do you want me to run? Is that what you want – do you want me to take you and run into the jungle, and let them hunt us, is that what you want, goddamn it, do you want me to fall down in the street here and grovel and scream, shut up, let’s do this right, don’t give themanything!’
‘All right,’ she said, hands tight, her head coming up. ‘I’m not crying now. I won’t cry.’
‘Good, damn it, that’s good.’
And still, strangely, they were not past thecarnecería. The vision of red horror was on their left as they paced steadily forward on the hot tile sidewalk. The things that hung from hooks looked like brutalities and sins, like bad consciences, evil dreams, like gored flags and slaughtered promises. The redness, oh, the hanging, evil-smelling wetness and redness, the hooked and hung-high carcasses, unfamiliar, unfamiliar.
As he passed the shop, something made John Webb strike out a hand. He slapped it smartly against a strung-up side of beef. A mantle of blue buzzing flies lifted angrily and swirled in a bright cone over the meat.
Leonora said, looking ahead, walking, ‘They’re all strangers! I don’t know any of them. I wish I knew evenoneof them. I wish evenoneof them knew me!’
They walked on past thecarnecería. The side of beef, red and irritable-looking, swung in the hot sunlight after they passed.
The flies came down in a feeding cloak to cover the meat, once it had stopped swinging.
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And the Sailor, Home from the Sea
‘Good morning, Captain.’
‘Good morning, Hanks.’
‘Coffee’s ready, sir, sit down.’
‘Thank you, Hanks.’
The old man sat by the galley table, his hands in his lap. He looked at them and they were like speckled trout idling beneath frosty waters, the exhalations of his faint breath on the air. He had seen such trout as these surfacing in the mountain streams when he was ten. He became fascinated with their trembling motion there below, for as he watched they seemed to grow paler.
‘Captain,’ said Hanks, ‘you all right?’
The captain jerked his head up and flashed his old burning glance.
‘Of course! What do you mean, am I all right?’
The cook put down the coffee from which rose warm vapors of women so far gone in his past they were only dark musk and rubbed incense to his nose. Quite suddenly he sneezed, and Hanks was there with a cloth.
‘Thank you, Hanks.’ He blew his nose and then tremblingly drank the brew.
‘Hanks?’
‘Yes, sir, Captain?’
‘The barometer is falling.’
Hanks turned to stare at the wall.
‘No, sir, it’s fair and mild, that’s what it says, fair and mild!’
‘The storm is rising and it will be a long time and a hard pull before another calm.’
‘I won’t have that kind of talk!’ said Hanks, circling him.
‘I must say what I feel. The calm had to end one day. The storm had to come. I’ve been ready now a long time.’
A long time, yes. How many years? The sand fell through the glass beyond counting. The snows fell through the glass, too, applying and reapplying whiteness to whiteness, burying deeper and yet deeper winters beyond recall.
He got up, swaying, moved to the galley door, opened it, and stepped forth …
… onto the porch of a house built like the prow of a ship, onto a porch whose deck was tarred ship’s timbers. He looked down upon not water but the summer-baked dirt of his front yard. Moving to the rail, he gazed upon gently rolling hills that spread forever in any direction you wheeled to strike your eye.
What am I doing here, he thought with sudden wildness, on a strange ship-house stranded without canvas in the midst of lonesome prairies where the only sound is bird shadow one way in autumn, another way come spring!
What indeed!
He quieted, raising the binoculars which hung from the rail, to survey the emptiness of land as well as life.
Kate Katherine Katie, where are you?
He was always forgetting by night, drowned deep in his bed, remembering by day when he came forth from memory. He was alone and had been alone for twenty years now, save for Hanks, the first face at dawn, the last at sundown.
And Kate?
A thousand storms and a thousand calms ago there had been a calm and a storm that had stayed on the rest of his life.
‘There she is, Kate!’ He heard his early-morning voice, running along the dock. ‘There’s the ship will take us wherever we want to go!’
And again they moved, incredible pair, Kate miraculously what? twentyfive at most: and himself leaned far into his forties, but no more than a child holding her hand, drawing her up the gangplank.
Then, hesitant, Kate turned to face the Alexandrian hills of San Francisco and said half aloud to herself or no one, ‘I shall never touch land again.’
‘The trip’s not that long!’
‘Oh, yes,’ she said quietly. ‘It will be a very long journey.’
And for a moment all he heard was the immense creaking of the ship like a Fate turning in its sleep.
‘Now, why did I say that?’ she asked. ‘Silly.’
She put her foot out and down and stepped aboard the ship.
They sailed that night for the Southern Isles, a groom with the skin of a tortoise and a bride lithe as a salamander dancing on the fiery hearth of the afterdeck on August afternoons.
Then, midway in the voyage, a calm fell upon the ship like a great warm breath, an exhalation that collapsed the sails in a mournful yet a peaceful sigh.
Perhaps this sigh wakened him, or perhaps it was Katie, rising up to listen.
Not a rat-scurry of rope, not a whisper of canvas, not a rustle of naked feet on the deck. The ship was spelled for certain. It was as if the moon rising had said a single silver word: Peace.
The men, fastened to their stations by the incantation of the word, did not turn when the captain moved to the rail with his wife and sensed that Now had become Eternity.
And then, as if she could read the future in the mirror that held the ship fast, she said, fervently, ‘There’s never been a finer night, nor two happier people on a better ship. Oh, I wish we could stay here a thousand years, this is perfect, our own world where we make our own laws and live by them. Promise you’ll never let me die.’
‘Never,’ he said. ‘Shall I tell you why?’
‘Yes, and make me believe it.’
He remembered then, and told her, of a story he had heard once of a woman so lovely the gods were jealous of Time and put her to sea and said she might never touch shore again where the earth might burden her with gravity and weaken her with vain encounters, senseless excursions, and wild alarms that would cause her death. If she stayed on the water she would live forever and be beautiful. So she sailed many years, passing the island where her lover grew old. Time and again she called to him, demanding that he summon her ashore. But, fearful of her destruction, he refused, and one day she took it on herself to land and run to him. And they had one night together, a night of beauties and wonder, before he found her, when the sun rose, a very old woman, a withered leaf, at his side.
‘Did I hear the story once?’ he asked. ‘Or will someone tell it later, and are we part of it? Is that why I’ve carried you off from the land, so the noise and traffic and millions of people and things can’t wear you away?’
But Kate was laughing at him now. She threw her head back and let the sound out, for every man’s head turned and every mouth smiled.
‘Tom, Tom, remember what I said before we sailed? I’d never touch land again? I must have guessed your reason for running off with me. All right, then, I’ll stay on board wherever we go, around the world. Then I’ll never change, and you won’t either, will you?’
‘I’ll always be forty-eight!’
And he laughed, too, glad he had got the darkness out of himself, holding her shoulders and kissing her throat which was like bending to winter at the heart of August. And that night, in the blazing calm that would last forever, she was a fall of snow in his bed.…
‘Hanks, do you remember the calm in August ninety-seven?’ The old man examined his faraway hands. ‘How long did it last?’
‘Nine, ten days, sir.’
‘No, Hanks. I swear it, we lived nine full years in those days of the calm.’
Nine days, nine years. And in the midst of those days and years he thought, Oh, Kate, I’m glad I brought you, I’m glad I didn’t let the others joke me out of making myself younger by touching you. Love is everywhere, they said, waiting on the docks, underneath the trees, like warm coconuts to be fondled, nuzzled, drunk. But, God, they wrong. Poor drunken souls, let them wrestle apes in Borneo, melons in Sumatra, what could they build with dancing monkeys and dark rooms? Sailing home, those captains slept with themselves. Themselves! Such sinful company, ten thousand miles! No, Kate, no matter what, there’s us!
And the great deep breathing calm went on at the center of the ocean world beyond which lay nothing, the dreadnought continents foundered and sunk by time.
But on the ninth day the men themselves let down the boats and sat in them waiting for orders, and there was nothing for it but to row for a wind, the captain joining his men.
Toward the end of the tenth day, an island came slowly up over the horizon.
He called to his wife, ‘Kate, we’ll row in for provisions. Will you come along?’
She stared at the island as if she had seen it somewhere long before she was born, and shook her head, slowly, no.
‘Go on! I won’t touch land until we’re home!’
And looking up at her he knew that she was, by instinct, living the legend he had so lightly spun and told. Like the golden woman in the myth, she sensed some secret evil on a lonely swelter of sand and coral that might diminish or, more, destroy her.
‘God bless you, Kate! Three hours!’
And he rowed away to the island with his men.
Late in the day they rowed back with five kegs of fresh sweet water and the boats odorous with warm fruit and flowers.
And waiting for him was Kate who would not go ashore, who would not, she said, touch ground.
She was first to drink the clear cool water.
Brushing her hair, looking out at the unmoved tides that night, she said, ‘It’s almost over. There’ll be a change by morning. Oh, Tom, hold me. After its being so warm, it’ll be so cold.’
In the night he woke. Kate, breathing in the dark, murmured. Her hand fell upon his, white hot. She cried out in her sleep. He felt her wrist and there first heard the rising of the storm.
As he sat by her, the ship lifted high on a great slow breast of water, and the spell was broken.
The slack canvas shuddered against the sky. Every rope hummed as if a huge hand had passed down the ship as over a silent harp, calling forth fresh sounds of voyaging.
The calm over, one storm began.
Another followed.
Of the two storms, one ended abruptly – the fever that raged in Kate and burned her to a white dust. A great silence moved in her body and then did not move at all.
The sail mender was brought to dress her for the sea. The motion of his needle flickering in the underwater light of the cabin was like a tropic fish, sharp, thin, infinitely patient, nibbling away at the shroud, skirting the dark, sealing the silence in.
In the final hours of the vast storm above, they brought the white calm from below and let her free in a fall that tore the sea only a moment. Then, without trace, Kate and life were gone.
‘Kate, Kate, oh, Kate!’
He could not leave her here, lost to the tidal flows between the Japan Sea and the Golden Gate. Weeping that night, he stormed himself out of the storm. Gripped to the wheel, he circled the ship again and again around that wound that had healed with untimely swiftness. Then he knew a calm that lasted the rest of his days. He never raised his voice or clenched his fist again to any man. And with that pale voice and unclenched fist, he turned the ship away at last from the unscarred ground, circled the earth, delivered his goods, then turned his face from the sea for all time. Leaving his ship to nudge the green-mantled dock, he walked and rode inland twelve hundred miles. Blindly, he bought land, blindly he built, with Hanks, not knowing for a long while what he had bought or built. Only knowing that he had always been too old, and had been young for a short hour with Kate, and now was very old indeed and would never chance such an hour again.
So, in mid-continent, a thousand miles from the sea on the east, a thousand miles from the hateful sea on the west, he damned the life and the water he had known, remembering not what had been given but what had been so swiftly taken away.
On this land, then, he walked out and cast forth seed, prepared himself for his first harvest and called himself farmer.
But one night in that first summer of living as far from the sea as any man could get, he was waked by an incredible, a familiar, sound. Trembling in his bed, he whispered, No, no, it can’t be – I’m mad! But …listen!
He opened the farmhouse door to look upon the land. He stepped out on the porch, spelled by this thing he had done without knowing it. He held to the porch rail and blinked, wet-eyed, out beyond his house.
There, in the moonlight, hill after slow-rising hill of wheat blew in tidal winds with the motion of waves. An immense Pacific of grain shimmered off beyond seeing, with his house, his now-recognized ship, becalmed in its midst.
He stayed out half the night, striding here, standing there, stunned with the discovery, lost in the deeps of this inland sea. And with the following years, tackle by tackle, timber by timber, the house shaped itself to the size, feel, and thrust of ships he had sailed in crueler winds and deeper waters.
‘How long, Hanks, since we last saw water?’
‘Twenty years, Captain.’
‘No, yesterday morning.’
Coming back through the door, his heart pounded. The wall barometer clouded over, flickered with a faint lightning that played along the rims of his eyelids.
‘No coffee, Hanks. Just – a cup of clear water.’
Hanks went away and came back.
‘Hanks? Promise. Bury me where she is.’
‘But, Captain, she’s—’ Hanks stopped. He nodded. ‘Where she is. Yes, sir.’
‘Good. Now give me the cup.’
The water was fresh. It came from the islands beneath the earth. It tasted of sleep.
‘One cup. She was right, Hanks, you know. Not to touch land, ever again. She was right. But I brought her one cup of water from the land, and the land was in water that touched her lips. One cup. Oh, ifonly …!’
He shifted it in his rusted hands. A typhoon swarmed from nowhere, filling the cup. It was a black storm raging in a small place.
He raised the cup and drank the typhoon.
‘Hanks!’ someone cried.
But not he. The typhoon, storming, had gone, and he with it.
The cup fell empty to the floor.
It was a mild morning. The air was sweet and the wind steady. Hanks had worked half the night digging and half the morning filling. Now the work was done. The town minister helped, and then stood back as Hanks jigsawed the final square of sod into place. Piece after piece, he fitted neatly and tamped and joined. And on each piece, as Hanks had made certain, was the golden, the full rich ripe-grained wheat, as high as a ten-year-old boy.
Hanks bent and put the last piece to rest.
‘No marker?’ asked the minister.
‘Oh, no, sir, and never will be one.’
The minister started to protest, when Hanks took his arm, and walked him up the hill a way, then turned and pointed back.
They stood a long moment. The minister nodded at last, smiled quietly and said, ‘I see. I understand.’
For there was just the ocean of wheat going on and on forever, vast tides of it blowing in the wind, moving east and ever east beyond, and not a line or seam or ripple to show where the old man sank from sight.
‘It was a sea burial,’ said the minister.
‘It was,’ said Hanks. ‘As I promised. It was, indeed.’
Then they turned and walked off along the hilly shore, saying nothing again until they reached and entered the creaking house.
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Any Friend of Nicholas Nickleby’s Is a Friend of Mine
Imagine a summer that would never end.
Nineteen twenty-nine.
Imagine a boy who would never grow up.
Me.
Imagine a barber who was never young.
Mr Wyneski.
Imagine a dog that would live forever.
Mine.
Imagine a small town, the kind that isn’t lived in anymore.
Ready? Begin …
Green Town, Illinois … Late June.
Dog barking outside a one-chair barbershop.
Inside, Mr Wyneski, circling his victim, a customer snoozing in the steambath drowse of noon.
Inside, me, Ralph Spaulding, a boy of some twelve years, standing still as an iron Civil War statue, listening to the hot wind, feeling all that hot summer dust out there, a bakery world where nobody could be bad or good, boys just lay gummed to dogs, dogs used boys for pillows under trees that lazed with leaves which whispered in despair: Nothing Will Ever Happen Again.
The only motion anywhere was the cool water dripping from the huge coffin-sized ice block in the hardware store window.
The only cool person in miles was Miss Frostbite, the traveling magician’s assistant, tucked into that lady-shaped long cavity hollowed in the ice block displayed for three days now without, they said, her breathing, eating, or talking. That last, I thought, must have been terrible hard on a woman.
Nothing moved in the street but the barbershop striped pole which turned slowly to show its red, white, and then red again, slid up out of nowhere to vanish nowhere, a motion between two mysteries.
‘… hey …’
I pricked my ears.
‘… something’s coming …’
‘Only the noon train, Ralph.’ Mr Wyneski snicked his jackdaw scissors, peering in his customer’s ear. ‘Only the train that comes at noon.’
‘No …’ I gasped, eyes shut, leaning. ‘Something’sreallycoming …’
I heard the far whistle wail, lonesome, sad, enough to pull your soul out of your body.
‘Youfeel it, don’t you, Dog?’
Dog barked.
Mr Wyneski sniffed. ‘What can a dog feel?’
‘Big things. Important things. Circumstantial coincidences. Collisions you can’t escape. Dog says. I say.Wesay.’
‘That makesfourof you. Some team.’ Mr Wyneski turned from the summer-dead man in the white porcelain chair. ‘Now, Ralph, my problem is hair. Sweep.’
I swept a ton of hair. ‘Gosh, you’d think this stuff just grew up out of the floor.’
Mr Wyneski watched my broom. ‘Right! I didn’t cut all that. Darn stuff just grows, I swear, lying there. Leave it a week, come back, and you need hip boots to trod a path.’ He pointed with his scissors. ‘Look. You everseeso many shades, hues, and tints of forelocks and chin fuzz? There’s Mr Tompkins’s receding hairline. There’s Charlie Smith’s topknot. And here, here’s all that’s left of Mr Harry Joe Flynn.’
I stared at Mr Wyneski as if he had just read from Revelation. ‘Gosh, Mr Wyneski, I guess you know everything in the world!’
‘Just about.’
‘I – I’m going to grow up and be – a barber!’
Mr Wyneski, to hide his pleasure, got busy.
‘Then watch this hedgehog, Ralph, peel an eye. Elbows thus, wrists so! Make the scissorstalk! Customers appreciate. Soundtwiceas busy as you are. Snickety-snick, boy, snickety-snick. Learned this from the French! Oh, yes, the French! Theydoprowl about the chair light on their toes, and the sharp scissors whispering and nibbling, Ralph, nibbling and whispering, youhear!’
‘Boy!’ I said, at his elbow, right in with the whispers and nibbles, then stopped: for the wind blew a wail way off in summer country, so sad, so strange.
‘There it is again. The train. And somethingonthe train …’
‘Noon train don’t stop here.’
‘But I got this feeling—’
‘The hair’s going to grab me, Ralph …’
I swept hair.
After a long while I said, ‘I’m thinking of changing my name.’
Mr Wyneski sighed. The summer-dead customer stayed dead.
‘What’swrongwith you today, boy?’
‘It’s not me. It’s the name is out of hand. Just listen. Ralph.’ I grrred it. ‘Rrrralph.’
‘Ain’t exactly harp music …’
‘Sounds like a mad dog.’ I caught myself.
‘No offense, Dog.’
Mr Wyneski glanced down. ‘He seems pretty calm about the whole subject.’
‘Ralph’s dumb. Gonna change my name by tonight.’
Mr Wyneski mused. ‘Julius for Caesar? Alexander for the Great?’
‘Don’t care what. Help me, huh, Mr Wyneski? Find me aname …’
Dog sat up. I dropped the broom.
For way down in the hot cinder railroad yards a train furnaced itself in, all pomp, all fire-blast shout and tidal churn, summer in its iron belly bigger than the summer outside.
‘Here it comes!’
‘There it goes,’ said Mr Wyneski.
‘No, there itdoesn’tgo!’
It was Mr Wyneski’s turn to almost drop his scissors.
‘Goshen. Darn noon train’s putting on the brakes!’
We heard the train stop.
‘How many people getting off the train, Dog?’
Dog barked once.
Mr Wyneski shifted uneasily. ‘U.S. Mail bags—’
‘No …a man! Walking light. Not much luggage. Heading for our house. A new boarder at Grandma’s, I bet. And he’ll take the empty room right next to you, Mr Wyneski! Right, Dog?’
Dog barked.
‘That dog talks too much,’ said Mr Wyneski.
‘I justgottago see, Mr Wyneski. Please?’
The far footsteps faded in the hot and silent streets.
Mr Wyneski shivered.
‘A goose just stepped on my grave.’
Then he added, almost sadly:
‘Get along, Ralph.’
‘Name ain’t Ralph.’
‘Whatchamacallit … run see … come tell the worst.’
‘Oh, thanks, Mr Wyneski, thanks!’
I ran. Dog ran. Up a street, along an alley, around back, we ducked in the ferns by my grandma’s house. ‘Down, boy,’ I whispered. ‘Here the Big Event comes, whateverit is!’
And down the street and up the walk and up the steps at a brisk jaunt came this man who swung a cane and carried a carpetbag and had long brown-gray hair and silken mustaches and a goatee, politeness all about him like a flock of birds.
On the porch near the old rusty chain swing, among the potted geraniums, he surveyed Green Town.
Far away, maybe, he heard the insect hum from the barbershop, where Mr Wyneski, who would soon be his enemy, told fortunes by the lumpy heads under his hands as he buzzed the electric clippers. Far away, maybe, he could hear the empty library where the golden dust slid down the raw sunlight and way in back someone scratched and tapped and scratched forever with pen and ink, a quiet woman like a great lonely mouse burrowed away. And she was to be part of this new man’s life, too, but right now …
The stranger removed his tall moss-green hat, mopped his brow, and not looking at anything but the hot blind sky said:
‘Hello, boy. Hello, Dog.’
Dog and I rose up among the ferns.
‘Heck. How’d you know where we were hiding?’
The stranger peered into his hat for the answer. ‘In another incarnation, I was a boy. Time before that, if memory serves, I was a more than usually happy dog. But …!’ His cane rapped the cardboard sign BOARD AND ROOM thumbtacked on the porch rail. ‘Does the sign say true, boy?’
‘Best rooms on the block.’
‘Beds?’
‘Mattresses so deep you sink down and drown the third time, happy.’
‘Boarders at table?’
‘Talk just enough, not too much.’
‘Food?’
‘Hot biscuits every morning, peach pie noon, shortcake every supper!’
The stranger inhaled, exhaled those savors.
‘I’ll sign my soul away!’
‘I beg your pardon?!’ Grandma was suddenly at the screen door, scowling out.
‘A manner of speaking, ma’am.’ The stranger turned. ‘Not meant to sound un-Christian.’
And he was inside, him talking, Grandma talking, him writing and flourishing the pen on the registry book, and me and Dog inside, breathless, watching, spelling:
‘C.H.’
‘Read upside down, do you, boy?’ said the stranger, merrily, giving pause with the inky pen.
‘Yes, sir!’
On he wrote. On I spelled:
‘A.R.L.E.S. Charles!’
‘Right.’
Grandma peered at the calligraphy. ‘Oh, what a fine hand.’
‘Thank you, ma’am.’ On the pen scurried. And on I chanted. ‘D.I.C.K.E.N.S.’
I faltered and stopped. The pen stopped. The stranger tilted his head and closed one eye, watchful of me.
‘Yes?’ He dared me, ‘What,what?’
‘Dickens!’ I cried.
‘Good!’
‘Charles Dickens, Grandma!’
‘I can read, Ralph. Anicename …’
‘Nice?’ I said, agape. ‘It’sgreat! But … I thought you were—’
‘Dead?’ The stranger laughed. ‘No. Alive, in fine fettle, and glad to meet a recognizer, fan, and fellow reader here!’
And we were up the stairs, Grandma bringing fresh towels and pillowcases and me carrying the carpetbag, gasping, and us meeting Grandpa, a great ship of a man, sailing down the other way.
‘Grandpa,’ I said, watching his face for shock. ‘I want you to meet … Mr Charles Dickens!’
Grandpa stopped for a long breath, looked at the new boarder from top to bottom, then reached out, took hold of the man’s hand, shook it firmly, and said:
‘Any friend of Nicholas Nickleby’s is a friend of mine!’
Mr Dickens fell back from the effusion, recovered, bowed, said, ‘Thank you, sir,’ and went on up the stairs, while Grandpa winked, pinched my cheek, and left me standing there, stunned.
In the tower cupola room, with windows bright, open, and running with cool creeks of wind in all directions, Mr Dickens drew off his horse-carriage coat and nodded at the carpetbag.
‘Anywhere will do, Pip. Oh, you don’t mind I call you Pip, eh?’
‘Pip?!’ My cheeks burned, my face glowed with astonishing happiness. ‘Oh, boy. Oh, no, sir. Pip’sfine!’
Grandma cut between us. ‘Here are your clean linens, Mr …?’
‘Dickens, ma’am.’ Our boarder patted his pockets, each in turn. ‘Dear me, Pip, I seem to be fresh out of pads and pencils. Might it be possible—’
He saw one of my hands steal up to find something behind my ear. ‘I’ll be darned,’ I said, ‘a yellow Ticonderoga Number 2!’ My other hand slipped to my back pants pocket. ‘And hey, an Iron-Face Indian Ring-Back Notepad Number 12!’
‘Extraordinary!’
‘Extraordinary!’
Mr Dickens wheeled about, surveying the world from each and every window, speaking now north, now north by east, now east, now south:
‘I’ve traveled two long weeks with an idea. Bastille Day. Do you know it?’
‘The French Fourth of July?’
‘Remarkable boy! By Bastille Day this book must be in full flood. Will you help me breach the tide gates of the Revolution, Pip?’
‘Withthese?’ I looked at the pad and pencil in my hands.
‘Lick the pencil tip, boy!’
I licked.
‘Top of the page: the title. Title.’ Mr Dickens mused, head down, rubbing his chin whiskers. ‘Pip, what’s a rare fine title for a novel that happens half in London, half in Paris?’
‘A—’ I ventured.
‘Yes?’
‘A Tale,’ I went on.
‘Yes?!’
‘A Tale of … Two Cities?!’
‘Madame!’ Grandma looked up as he spoke. ‘This boy is a genius!’
‘I read about this day in the Bible,’ said Grandma. ‘Everything Ends by noon.’
‘Put it down, Pip.’ Mr Dickens tapped my pad. ‘Quick.A Tale of Two Cities. Then, mid-page. Book the First. “Recalled to Life.” Chapter 1. “The Period.”’
I scribbled. Grandma worked. Mr Dickens squinted at the sky and at last intoned:
‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter—’
‘My,’ said Grandma, ‘you speakfine.’
‘Madame.’ The author nodded, then, eyes shut, snapped his fingers to remember, on the air. ‘Where was I, Pip?’
‘It was the winter,’ I said, ‘ofdespair.’
Very late in the afternoon I heard Grandma calling someone named Ralph, Ralph, down below. I didn’t know who that was. I was writing hard.
A minute later, Grandpa called, ‘Pip!’
I jumped. ‘Yes, sir!’
‘Dinnertime, Pip,’ said Grandpa, up the stairwell.
I sat down at the table, hair wet, hands damp. I looked over at Grandpa. ‘How did you know … Pip?’
‘Heard the name fall out the window an hour ago.’
‘Pip?’ said Mr Wyneski, just come in, sitting down.
‘Boy,’ I said. ‘I been everywhere this afternoon. The Dover Coach on the Dover Road. Paris! Traveled so much I got writer’s cramp! I—’
‘Pip?’ said Mr Wyneski, again.
Grandpa came warm and easy to my rescue.
‘When I was twelve, changed my name – on several occasions.’ He counted the tines on his fork. ‘Dick. That was Dead-Eye Dick. And … John. That was for Long John Silver. Then: Hyde. That was for the other half of Jekyll—’
‘I never had any other name except Bernard Samuel Wyneski,’ said Mr Wyneski, his eyes still fixed to me.
‘None?’ cried Grandpa, startled.
‘None.’
‘Have you proof of childhood, then, sir?’ asked Grandpa. ‘Or are you a natural phenomenon, like a ship becalmed at sea?’
‘Eh?’ said Mr Wyneski.
Grandpa gave up and handed him his full plate.
‘Fall to, Bernard Samuel, fall to.’
Mr Wyneski let his plate lie. ‘Dover Coach …?’
‘With Mr Dickens, of course,’ supplied Grandpa. ‘Bernard Samuel, we have a new boarder, a novelist, who is starting a new book and has chosen Pip there, Ralph, to work as his secretary—’
‘Worked all afternoon,’ I said. ‘Made a quarter!’
I slapped my hand to my mouth. A swift dark cloud had come over Mr Wyneski’s face.
‘A novelist? Named Dickens? Surely you don’t believe—’
‘I believe what a man tells me until he tells me otherwise, then I believe that. Pass the butter,’ said Grandpa.
The butter was passed in silence.
‘… hell’s fires …’ Mr Wyneski muttered.
I slunk low in my chair.
Grandpa, slicing the chicken, heaping the plates, said, ‘A man with a good demeanor has entered our house. He says his name is Dickens. For all I know that is his name. He implies he is writing a book. I pass his door, look in, and, yes, he is indeed writing. Should I run tell him not to? It is obvious he needs to set the book down—’
‘A Tale of Two Cities!’ I said.
‘A Tale!’ cried Mr Wyneski, outraged, ‘of Two—’
‘Hush,’ said Grandma.
For down the stairs and now at the door of the dining room there was the man with the long hair and the fine goatee and mustaches, nodding, smiling, peering in at us doubtful and saying, ‘Friends …?’
‘Mr Dickens,’ I said, trying to save the day. ‘I want you to meet Mr Wyneski, the greatest barber in the world—’
The two men looked at each other for a long moment.
‘Mr Dickens,’ said Grandpa. ‘Will you lend us your talent, sir, for grace?’
‘An honor, sir.’
We bowed our heads. Mr Wyneski did not.
Mr Dickens looked at him gently.
Muttering, the barber glanced at the floor.
Mr Dickens prayed:
‘O Lord of the bounteous table, O Lord who furnishes forth an infinite harvest for your most respectful servants gathered here in loving humiliation, O Lord who garnishes our feast with the bright radish and the resplendent chicken, who sets before us the wine of the summer season, lemonade, and maketh us humble before simple potato pleasures, the lowborn onion and, in the finale, so my nostrils tell me, the bread of vast experiments and fine success, the highborn strawberry shortcake, most beautifully smothered and amiably drowned in fruit from your own warm garden patch, for these, and this good company, much thanks. Amen.’
‘Amen,’ said everyone but Mr Wyneski.
We waited.
‘Amen, I guess,’ he said.
O what a summer that was!
None like it before in Green Town history.
I never got up so early so happy ever in my life! Out of bed at five minutes to, in Paris by one minute after … six in the morning the English Channel boat from Calais, the White Cliffs, sky a blizzard of seagulls, Dover, then the London Coach and London Bridge by noon! Lunch and lemonade out under the trees with Mr Dickens, Dog licking our cheeks to cool us, then back to Paris and tea at four and …
‘Bring up the cannon, Pip!’
‘Yes, sir!’
‘Mob the Bastille!’
‘Yes,sir!’
And the guns were fired and the mobs ran and there I was, Mr C. Dickens A-1 First Class Green Town, Illinois, secretary, my eyes bugging, my ears popping, my chest busting with joy, for I dreamed of being a writer some day, too, and here I was unraveling a tale with the very finest best.
‘Madame Defarge, oh how she sat and knitted, knitted, sat—’
I looked up to find Grandma knitting in the window.
‘Sidney Carton, what and who was he? A man of sensibility, a reading man of gentle thought and capable action …’
Grandpa strolled by mowing the grass.
Drums sounded beyond the hills with guns; a summer storm cracked and dropped unseen walls …
Mr Wyneski?
Somehow I neglected his shop, somehow I forgot the mysterious barber pole that came up from nothing and spiraled away to nothing, and the fabulous hair that grew on his white tile floor …
So Mr Wyneski then had to come home every night to find that writer with all the long hair in need of cutting, standing there at the same table thanking the Lord for this, that, and t’other, and Mr Wyneski not thankful. For thereIsat staring at Mr Dickens likehewas God until one night:
‘Shall we say grace?’ said Grandma.
‘Mr Wyneski is out brooding in the yard,’ said Grandpa.
‘Brooding?’ I glanced guiltily from the window.
Grandpa tilted his chair back so he could see.
‘Brooding’s the word. Saw him kick the rose bush, kick the green ferns by the porch, decide against kicking the apple tree. God made it too firm. There, he just jumped on a dandelion. Oh, oh. Here he comes, Moses crossing a Black Sea of bile.’
The door slammed. Mr Wyneski stood at the head of the table.
‘I’ll say grace tonight!’
He glared at Mr Dickens.
‘Why, I mean,’ said Grandma. ‘Yes. Please.’
Mr Wyneski shut his eyes tight and began his prayer of destruction:
‘O Lord, who delivered me a fine June and a less fine July, help me to get through August somehow.
‘O Lord, deliver me from mobs and riots in the streets of London and Paris which drum through my room night and morn, chief members of said riot being one boy who walks in his sleep, a man with a strange name and a Dog who barks after the ragtag and bobtail.
‘Give me strength to resist the cries of Fraud, Thief, Fool, and Bunk Artists which rise in my mouth.
‘Help me not to run shouting all the way to the Police Chief to yell that in all probability the man who shares our simple bread has a true name of Red Joe Pyke from Wilkesboro, wanted for counterfeiting life, or Bull Hammer from Hornbill, Arkansas, much desired for mean spitefulness and penny-pilfering in Oskaloosa.
‘Lord, deliver the innocent boys of this world from the fell clutch of those who would tomfool their credibility.
‘And Lord, help me to say, quietly, and with all deference to the lady present, that if one Charles Dickens is not on the noon train tomorrow bound for Potters Grave, Lands End, or Kankakee, I shall like Delilah, with malice, shear the black lamb and fry his mutton-chop whiskers for twilight dinners and late midnight snacks.
‘I ask, Lord, not mercy for the mean, but simple justice for the malignant.
‘All those agreed, say “Amen.”’
He sat down and stabbed a potato.
There was a long moment with everyone frozen.
And then Mr Dickens, eyes shut said, moaning:
‘Ohhhhhhhhhh …!’
It was a moan, a cry, a despair so long and deep it sounded like the train way off in the country the day this man had arrived.
‘Mr Dickens,’ I said.
But I was too late.
He was on his feet, blind, wheeling, touching the furniture, holding to the wall, clutching at the doorframe, blundering into the hall, groping up the stairs.
‘Ohhhhh …’
It was the long cry of a man gone over a cliff into Eternity.
It seemed we sat waiting to hear him hit bottom.
Far off in the hills in the upper part of the house, his door banged shut.
My soul turned over and died.
‘Charlie,’ I said. ‘Oh, Charlie.’
Late that night, Dog howled.
And the reason he howled was that sound, that similar, muffled cry from up in the tower cupola room.
‘Holy Cow,’ I said. ‘Call the plumber. Everything’s down the drain.’
Mr Wyneski strode by on the sidewalk, walking nowhere, off and gone.
‘That’s his fourth time around the block.’ Grandpa struck a match and lit his pipe.
‘Mr Wyneski!’ I called.
No answer. The footsteps went away.
‘Boy oh boy, I feel like I lost a war,’ I said.
‘No, Ralph, beg pardon, Pip,’ said Grandpa, sitting down on the step with me. ‘You just changed generals in midstream is all. And now one of the generals is so unhappy he’s turned mean.’
‘Mr Wyneski? I – I almost hate him!’
Grandpa puffed gently on his pipe. ‘I don’t think he even knows why he is so unhappy and mean. He has had a tooth pulled during the night by a mysterious dentist and now his tongue is aching around the empty place where the tooth was.’
‘We’re not in church, Grandpa.’
‘Cut the Parables, huh? In simple words, Ralph, you used to sweep the hair off that man’s shop floor. And he’s a man with no wife, no family, just a job. A man with no family needs someone somewhere in the world, whether he knows it or not.’
‘I,’ I said. ‘I’ll wash the barbershop windows tomorrow. I-I’ll oil the red-and-white striped pole so it spins like crazy.’
‘I know you will, son.’
A train went by in the night.
Dog howled.
Mr Dickens answered in a strange cry from his room.
I went to bed and heard the town clock strike one and then two and at last three.
Then it was I heard the soft crying. I went out in the hall to listen by our boarder’s door.
‘Mr Dickens?’
The soft sound stopped.
The door was unlocked. I dared open it.
‘Mr Dickens?’
And there he lay in the moonlight, tears streaming from his eyes, eyes wide open staring at the ceiling, motionless.
‘Mr Dickens?’
‘Nobody by that name here,’ said he. His head moved side to side. ‘Nobody by that name in this room in this bed in this world.’
‘You,’ I said. ‘You’re Charlie Dickens.’
‘You ought to know better,’ was the mourned reply. ‘Long after midnight, moving on toward morning.’
‘All I know is,’ I said, ‘I seen you writing every day. I heard you talking every night.’
‘Right, right.’
‘And you finish one book and start another, and write a fine calligraphy sort of hand.’
‘I do that.’ A nod. ‘Oh yes, by the demon possessions, I do.’
‘So!’ I circled the bed. ‘What call you got to feel sorry for yourself, a world-famous author?’
‘You know and I know, I’m Mr Nobody from Nowhere, on my way to Eternity with a dead flashlight and no candles.’
‘Hells bells,’ I said. I started for the door. I was mad because he wasn’t holding up his end. He was ruining a grand summer. ‘Good night!’ I rattled the doorknob.
‘Wait!’
It was such a terrible soft cry of need and almost pain, I dropped my hand, but I didn’t turn.
‘Pip,’ said the old man in the bed.
‘Yeah?’ I said, grouching.
‘Let’s both be quiet. Sit down.’
I slowly sat on the spindly wooden chair by the night table.
‘Talk to me, Pip.’
‘Holy Cow, at three—’
‘—in the morning, yes. Oh, it’s a fierce awful time of night. A long way back to sunset, and ten thousand miles on to dawn. We have need of friends then.Friend, Pip? Ask me things.’
‘Like what?’
‘I think you know.’
I brooded a moment and sighed. ‘Okay, okay. Whoareyou?’
He was very quiet for a moment lying there in his bed and then traced the words on the ceiling with a long invisible tip of his nose and said, ‘I’m a man who could never fit his dream.’
‘What?’
‘I mean, Pip, I never became what I wanted to be.’
I was quiet now, too, ‘What’d youwantto be?’
‘A writer.’
‘Did youtry?’
‘Try!’ he cried, and almost gagged on a strange wild laugh. ‘Try,’ he said, controlling himself. ‘Why Lord of Mercy, son, you never saw so much spit, ink, and sweat fly. I wrote my way through an ink factory, broke and busted a paper company, ruined and dilapidated six dozen typewriters, devoured and scribbled to the bone ten thousand Ticonderoga Soft Lead pencils.’
‘Wow!’
‘You may well say Wow.’
‘What did you write?’
‘Whatdidn’tI write. The poem. The essay. The playtragique. The farce. The short story. The novel. A thousand words a day, boy, every day for thirty years, no day passed I did not scriven and assault the page. Millions of words passed from my fingers onto paper and it was all bad.’
‘It couldn’t have been!’
‘Itwas. Not mediocre, not passing fair. Just plain outright mudbath bad. Friends knew it, editors knew it, teachers knew it, publishers knew it, and one strange fine day about four in the afternoon, when I was fifty,Iknew it.’
‘But you can’t write thirty years without—’
‘Stumbling upon excellence? Striking a chord? Gaze long, gaze hard, Pip, look upon a man of peculiar talent, outstanding ability, the only man in history who put down five million words without slapping to life one small base of a story that might rear up on its frail legs and cry Eureka! we’ve done it!’
‘You never soldonestory?!’
‘Not a two-line joke. Not a throwaway newspaper sonnet. Not a want ad or obit. Not a home-bottled autumn pickle recipe. Isn’t that rare? To be so outstandingly dull, so ridiculously inept, that nothing ever brought a chuckle, caused a tear, raised a temper, or discharged a blow. And do you know what I did on the day I discovered I would never be a writer? I killed myself.’
‘Killed?!’
‘Did away with, destroyed. How? I packed me up and took me away on a long train ride and sat on the back smoking-car platform a long time in the night and then one by one let the confetti of my manuscripts fly like panicked birds away down the tracks. I scattered a novel across Nebraska, my Homeric legends over North, my love sonnets through South Dakota. I abandoned my familiar essays in the men’s room at the Harvey House in Clear Springs, Idaho. The late summer wheatfields knew my prose. Grand fertilizer, it probably jumped up bumper crops of corn long after I passed. I rode two trunks of my soul on that long summer’s journey, celebrating my badly served self. And one by one, slow at first, and then faster, faster, over I chucked them, story after story, out, out of my arms out of my head, out of my life, and down they went, sunk drowning night rivers of prairie dust, in lost continents of sand and lonely rock. And the train wallowed around a curve in a great wail of darkness and release, and I opened my fingers and let the last stillborn darlings fall.…
‘When I reached the far terminus of the line, the trunks were empty. I had drunk much, eaten little, wept on occasion in my private room, but had heaved away my anchors, dead-weights, and dreams, and came to the sliding soft-chuffing end of my journey, praise God, in a kind of noble peace and certainty. I felt reborn. I said to myself, why, what’s this, what’s this? I’m – I’m a new man.’
He saw it all on the ceiling, and I saw it, too, like a movie run up the wall in the moonlit night.
‘I-I’m a new man I said, and when I got off the train at the end of that long summer of disposal and sudden rebirth, I looked in a fly-specked, rain-freckled gum-machine mirror at a lost depot in Peachgum, Missouri, and my beard grown long in two months of travel and my hair gone wild with wind that combed it this way sane, that way mad, and I peered and stood back and exclaimed softly, “Why, Charlie Dickens, is that you?!”’
The man in the bed laughed softly.
‘Why, Charlie,’ said I, ‘Mr Dickens, there you are!’ And the reflection in the mirror cried out, ‘Dammit, sir, who elsewouldit be!? Stand back. I’m off to a great lecture!’
‘Did you really say that, Mr Dickens?’
‘God’s pillars and temples of truth, Pip. And I got out of his way! And I strode through a strange town and I knew who I was at last and grew fevers thinking on what I might do in my lifetime now reborn and all that grand fine work ahead! For, Pip, this thingmusthave been growing. All those years of writing and snuffing up defeat, my old subconscious must have been whispering, “Just you wait. Things will be black midnight bad but then in the nick of time,I’llsave you!”’
‘And maybe the thing that saved me was the thing ruined me in the first place: respect for my elders; the grand moguls and tall muckymucks in the lush literary highlands and me in the dry river bottom with my canoe.
‘For, oh God, Pip, how I devoured Tolstoy, drank Dostoevsky, feasted on De Maupassant, had wine and chicken picnics with Flaubert and Molière. I gazed at gods too high. I read toomuch! So, when my work vanished, theirs stayed. Suddenly I found I couldnotforget their books, Pip!’
‘Couldn’t?’
‘I mean I could not forget any letter of any word of any sentence or any paragraph of any book ever passed under these hungry omnivorous eyes!’
‘Photographic memory!’
‘Bull’s-eye! All of Dickens, Hardy, Austen, Poe, Hawthorne, trapped in this old box Brownie waiting to be printed off my tongue, all those years, never knew, Pip, never guessed, I had hid it all away. Ask me to speak in tongues. Kipling is one. Thackeray another. Weigh flesh, I’m Shylock. Snuff out the light, I’m Othello. All, all, Pip, all!’
‘And then? And so?’
‘Why then and so, Pip, I looked another time in that fly-specked mirror and said, “Mr Dickens, all this being true,whendo you write your first book?”’
‘“Now!” I cried. And bought fresh paper and ink and have been delirious and joyful, lunatic and happy frantic ever since, writing all the books of my own dear self, me, I, Charles Dickens, one by one.
‘I have traveled the continental vastness of the United States of North America and settled me in to write and act, act and write, lecturing here, pondering there, half in and then half out of my mania, known and unknown, lingering here to finishCopperfield, loitering there forDombey and Son, turning up for tea with Marley’s Ghost on some pale Christmas noon. Sometimes I lie whole snowbound winters in little whistle stops and no one there guessing that Charlie Dickens bides hibernation there, then pop forth like the ottermole of spring and so move on. Sometimes I stay whole summers in one town before I’m driven off. Oh, yes, driven. For such as your Mr Wyneski cannot forgive the fantastic, Pip, no matter how particularly practical that fantastic be.
‘For he has no humor, boy.
‘He does not see that we all do what we must to survive, survive.
‘Some laugh, some cry, some bang the world with fists, some run, but it all sums up the same: theymake do.
‘The world swarms with people, each one drowning, but each swimming a different stroke to the far shore.
‘And Mr Wyneski? He makes do with scissors and understands not my inky pen and littered papers on which I would flypaper-catch my borrowed English soul.’
Mr Dickens put his feet out of bed and reached for his carpetbag.
‘So I must pick up and go.’
I grabbed the bag first.
‘No! You can’t leave! You haven’t finished the book!’
‘Pip, dear boy, you haven’t been listening—’
‘The world’s waiting! You can’t just quit in the middle ofTwo Cities!’
He took the bag quietly from me.
‘Pip, Pip …’
‘Youcan’t, Charlie!’
He looked into my face and it must have been so white hot he flinched away.
‘I’m waiting,’ I cried. ‘They’re waiting!’
‘They …?’
‘The mob at the Bastille. Paris! London. The Dover sea. The guillotine!’
I ran to throw all the windows even wider as if the night wind and the moonlight might bring in sounds and shadows to crawl on the rug and sneak in his eyes, and the curtains blew out in phantom gestures and I swore I heard, Charlie heard, the crowds, the coach wheels, the great slicing downfall of the cutting blades and the cabbage heads falling and battle songs and all that on the wind …
‘Oh, Pip, Pip …’
Tears welled from his eyes.
I had my pencil out and my pad.
‘Well?’ I said.
‘Where were we, this afternoon, Pip?’
‘Madame Defarge, knitting.’
He let the carpetbag fall. He sat on the edge of the bed and his hands began to tumble, weave, knit, motion, tie and untie, and he looked and saw his hands and spoke and I wrote and he spoke again, stronger, and stronger, all through the rest of the night …
‘Madame Defarge … yes … well. Take this, Pip. She—’
‘Morning, Mr Dickens!’
I flung myself into the dining room chair. Mr Dickens was already half through his stack of pancakes.
I took one bite and then saw the even greater stack of pages lying on the table between us.
‘Mr Dickens?’ I said. ‘The Tale of Two Cities. It’s … finished?’
‘Done.’ Mr Dickens ate, eyes down. ‘Got up at six. Been working steady. Done. Finished. Through.’
‘Wow!’ I said.
A train whistle blew. Charlie sat up, then rose suddenly, to leave the rest of his breakfast and hurry out in the hall. I heard the front door slam and tore out on the porch to see Mr Dickens half down the walk, carrying his carpetbag.
He was walking so fast I had to run to circle round and round him as he headed for the rail depot.
‘Mr Dickens, the book’s finished, yeah, but notpublishedyet!’
‘You be my executor, Pip.’
He fled. I pursued, gasping.
‘What about David Copperfield?! Little Dorrit?!’
‘Friends of yours, Pip?’
‘Yours, Mr Dickens, Charlie, oh, gosh, if you don’t write them, they’ll neverlive.’
‘They’ll get on somehow.’ He vanished around a corner. I jumped after.
‘Charlie, wait. I’ll give you – a new title!Pickwick Papers, sure,Pickwick Papers!’
The train was pulling into the station.
Charlie ran fast.
‘And after that,Bleak House, Charlie, andHard TimesandGreat– Mr Dickens, listen –Expectations! Oh, my gosh!’
For he was far ahead now and I could only yell after him:
‘Oh, blast, go on! get off! get away! You know what I’m going to do!? You don’t deserve reading! You don’t! So right now, and from here on, see if I evenbotherto finish readingTale of Two Cities! Not me! Not this one! No!’
The bell was tolling in the station. The steam was rising. But, Mr Dickens had slowed. He stood in the middle of the sidewalk. I came up to stare at his back.
‘Pip,’ he said softly. ‘You mean what you just said?’
‘You!’ I cried. ‘You’re nothing but—’ I searched in my mind and seized a thought: ‘—a blot of mustard, some undigested bit of raw potato–!’
‘“Bah, Humbug, Pip?”’
‘Humbug! I don’t give a blastwhathappens to Sidney Carton!’
‘Why, it’s a far, far better thing I do than I have ever done, Pip. You must read it.’
‘Why!?’
He turned to look at me with great sad eyes.
‘Because I wrote it for you.’
It took all my strength to half-yell back: ‘So—?’
‘So,’ said Mr Dickens, ‘I have just missed my train. Forty minutes till the next one—’
‘Then you got time,’ I said.
‘Time for what?’
‘To meet someone. Meet them, Charlie, and I promise I’ll finish reading your book. In there. Inthere, Charlie.’
He pulled back.
‘That place? The library?!’
‘Ten minutes, Mr Dickens, give me ten minutes, just ten, Charlie. Please.’
‘Ten?’
And at last, like a blind man, he let me lead him up the library steps and half-fearful, sidle in.
The library was like a stone quarry where no rain had fallen in ten thou-sand years.
Way off in that direction: silence.
Way off in that direction: hush.
It was the time between things finished and things begun. Nobody died here. Nobody was born. The library, and all its books, justwere.
We waited, Mr Dickens and I, on the edge of the silence.
Mr Dickens trembled. And I suddenly remembered I had never seen him here all summer. He was afraid I might take him near the fiction shelves and see all his books, written, done, finished, printed, stamped, bound, borrowed, read, repaired, and shelved.
But I wouldn’t be that dumb. Even so, he took my elbow and whispered:
‘Pip, what are we doing here? Let’s go. There’s …’
‘Listen!’ I hissed.
And a long way off in the stacks somewhere, there was a sound like a moth turning over in its sleep.
‘Bless me,’ Mr Dickens’s eyes widened. ‘Iknowthat sound.’
‘Sure!’
‘It’s the sound,’ he said, holding his breath, then nodding, ‘of someone writing.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Writing with a pen. And … and writing …’
‘What?’
‘Poetry,’ gasped Mr Dickens. ‘That’s it. Someone off there in a room, how many fathoms deep, Pip, I swear, writing a poem. There! Eh? Flourish, flourish, scratch, flourish on, on, on, that’s not figures, Pip, not numerals, not dusty-dry facts, you feel itsweep, feel itscurry? A poem, by God, yes, sir, no doubt, a poem!’
‘Ma’am,’ I called.
The moth-sound ceased.
‘Don’t stop her!’ hissed Mr Dickens. ‘Middle of inspiration. Let her go!’
The moth-scratch started again.
Flourish, flourish, scratch, on, on, stop. Flourish, flourish. I bobbed my head. I moved my lips, as did Mr Dickens, both of us suspended, held, leaned forward on the cool marble air listening to the vaults and stacks and echoes in the subterrane.
Flourish, flourish, scratch, on, on.
Silence.
‘There.’ Mr Dickens nudged me.
‘Ma’am!’ I called ever so urgently soft.
And something rustled in the corridors.
And there stood the librarian, a lady between years, not young, not old; between colors, not dark, not pale; between heights, not short, not tall, but rather frail, a woman you often heard talking to herself off in the dark dust-stacks with a whisper like turned pages, a woman who glided as if on hidden wheels.
She came carrying her soft lamp of face, lighting her way with her glance.
Her lips were moving, she was busy with words in the vast room behind her clouded gaze.
Charlie read her lips eagerly. He nodded. He waited for her to halt and bring us to focus, which she did, suddenly. She gasped and laughed at herself.
‘Oh, Ralph, it’s you and—’ A look of recognition warmed her face. ‘Why, you’re Ralph’s friend. Mr Dickens, isn’t it?’
Charlie stared at her with a quiet and almost alarming devotion.
‘Mr Dickens,’ I said. ‘I want you to meet—’
‘“Because I could not stop for Death—”’ Charlie, eyes shut, quoted from memory.
The librarian blinked swiftly and her brow like a lamp turned high, took white color.
‘Miss Emily,’ he said.
‘Her name is—’ I said.
‘Miss Emily.’ He put out his hand to touch hers.
‘Pleased,’ she said. ‘But how did you—?’
‘Know your name? Why, bless me, ma’am, I heard you scratching way off in there, runalong rush, only poets dothat!’
‘It’s nothing.’
‘Head high, chin up,’ he said, gently. ‘It’s something. “Because I could not stop for death” is a fine A-1 first-class poem.’
‘My own poems are so poor,’ she said, nervously. ‘I copy hers out to learn.’
‘Copywho?’ I blurted.
‘Excellent way to learn.’
‘Is it,really?’ She looked close at Charlie. ‘You’re not …?’
‘Joking? No, not with Emily Dickinson, ma’am!’
‘Emily Dickinson?’ I said.
‘That means much coming from you, Mr Dickens,’ she flushed. ‘I have read all your books.’
‘All?’ He backed off.
‘All,’ she added hastily, ‘that you have published so far, sir.’
‘Just finished a new one.’ I put in, ‘Sockdolager!A Tale of Two Cities.’
‘And you, ma’am?’ he asked, kindly.
She opened her small hands as if to let a bird go.
‘Me? Why, I haven’t even sent a poem to our town newspaper.’
‘You must!’ he cried, with true passion and meaning. ‘Tomorrow. No, today!’
‘But,’ her voice faded. ‘I have no one to read them to, first.’
‘Why,’ said Charlie quietly. ‘You have Pip here, and, accept my card, C. Dickens, Esquire. Who will, if allowed, stop by on occasion, to see if all’s well in this Arcadian silo of books.’
She took his card. ‘I couldn’t—’
‘Tut! You must. For I shall offer only warm sliced white bread. Your words must be the marmalade and summer honey jam. I shall read long and plain. You: short and rapturous of life and tempted by that odd delicious Death you often lean upon. Enough.’ He pointed. ‘There. At the far end of the corridor, her lamp lit ready to guide your hand … the Muse awaits. Keep and feed her well. Good-bye.’
‘Good-bye?’ she asked. ‘Doesn’t that mean “God be with you”?’
‘So I have heard, dear lady, so I have heard.’
And suddenly we were back out in the sunlight, Mr Dickens almost stumbling over his carpetbag waiting there.
In the middle of the lawn, Mr Dickens stood very still and said, ‘The sky is blue, boy.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘The grass is green.’
‘Sure.’ Then I stopped and really looked around. ‘I mean, heck,yeah!’
‘And the wind … smell that sweet wind?’
We both smelled it. He said:
‘And in this world are remarkable boys with vast imaginations who know the secrets of salvation …’
He patted my shoulder. Head down, I didn’t know what to do. And then I was saved by a whistle:
‘Hey, the next train! Here itcomes!’
We waited.
After a long while, Mr Dickens said:
‘There itgoes… and let’s go home, boy.’
‘Home!’ I cried, joyfully, and then stopped. ‘But what about … Mr Wyneski?’
‘O, after all this, I have such confidence in you, Pip. Every afternoon while I’m having tea and resting my wits, you must trot down to the barbershop and—’
‘Sweep hair!’
‘Brave lad. It’s little enough. A loan of friendship from the Bank of England to the First National Bank of Green Town, Illinois. And now, Pip … pencil!’
I tried behind one ear, found gum; tried the other ear and found: ‘Pencil!’
‘Paper?’
‘Paper!’
We strode along under the soft green summer trees.
‘Title, Pip—’
He reached up with his cane to write a mystery on the sky. I squinted at the invisible penmanship.
‘The—’
He blocked out a second word on the air.
‘Old,’ I translated.
A third.
‘C.U.’ I spelled. ‘R.I.…Curiosity!’
‘How’s that for a title, Pip?’
I hesitated. ‘It … doesn’t seem, well, quitefinished, sir.’
‘What a Christian you are. There!’
He flourished a final word on the sun.
‘S.H.O.…Shop! The Old Curiosity Shop.’
‘Take a novel, Pip!’
‘Yes, sir,’ I cried. ‘Chapter One!’
A blizzard of snow blew through the trees.
‘What’s that?’ I asked, and answered:
Why, summer gone. The calendar pages, all the hours and days, like in the movies, the way they just blow off over the hills. Charlie and I working together, finished, through. Many days at the library, over! Many nights reading aloud with Miss Emily done! Trains come and gone. Moons waxed and waned. New trains arriving and new lives teetering on the brink, and Miss Emily suddenly standing right there, and Charlie here with all their suitcases and handing me a paper sack.
‘What’sthis?’
‘Rice, Pip, plain ordinary white rice, for the fertility ritual. Throw it at us, boy. Drive us happily away. Hear those bells, Pip? Here goes Mr and Mrs Charlie Dickens! Throw, boy, throw! Throw!’
I threw and ran, ran and threw, and them on the back train platform waving out of sight and me yelling good-bye, Happy marriage, Charlie! Happy times! Come back! Happy … Happy …
And by then I guess I was crying, and Dog chewing my shoes, jealous, glad to have me alone again, and Mr Wyneski waiting at the barbershop to hand me my broom and make me his son once more.
And autumn came and lingered and at last a letter arrived from the married and traveling couple.
I kept the letter sealed all day and at dusk, while Grandpa was raking leaves by the front porch I went out to sit and watch and hold the letter and wait for him to look up and at last he did and I opened the letter and read it out loud in the October twilight:
‘Dear Pip,’ I read, and had to stop for a moment seeing my old special name again, my eyes were so full.
‘Dear Pip. We are in Aurora tonight and Felicity tomorrow and Elgin the night after that. Charlie has six months of lectures lined up and looking forward. Charlie and I are both working steadily and are most happy …veryhappy … need I say?
‘He calls me Emily.
‘Pip, I don’t think you know who she was, but there was a lady poet once, and I hope you’ll get her books out of the library someday.
‘Well, Charlie looks at me and says: “This is my Emily” and I almost believe. No, Idobelieve.’
I stopped and swallowed hard and read on:
‘We are crazy, Pip.
‘People have said it. We know it. Yet we go on. But being crazy together is fine.
‘It was being crazy alone I couldn’t stand any longer.
‘Charlie sends his regards and wants you to know he has indeed started a fine new book, perhaps his best yet … oneyousuggested the title for,Bleak House.
‘So we write and move, move and write, Pip. And some year soon we may come back on the train which stops for water at your town. And if you’re there and call our names as we know ourselves now, we shall step off the train. But perhaps meanwhile you will get too old. And if when the train stops, Pip, you’re not there, we shall understand, and let the train move us on to another and another town.
‘Signed, Emily Dickinson.
‘P.S. Charlie says your grandfather is a dead ringer for Plato, but not to tell him.
‘P.P.S. Charlie is my darling.’
‘Charlie is my darling,’ repeated Grandpa, sitting down and taking the letter to read it again. ‘Well, well …’ he sighed. ‘Well, well …’
We sat there a long while, looking at the burning soft October sky and the new stars. A mile off, a dog barked. Miles off, on the horizon line, a train moved along, whistled, and tolled its bell, once, twice, three times, gone.
‘You know,’ I said. ‘I don’t think they’re crazy.’
‘Neither do I, Pip,’ said Grandpa, lighting his pipe and blowing out the match. ‘Neither do I.’
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Apple-core Baltimore
On the way to the cemetery Menville decided they needed to pick up     something to eat, so they stopped the car at a roadside stand near an orange grove where there     were displays of bananas, apples, blueberries, and, of course, oranges.
Menville picked out two wonderful, big, glossy apples and handed one to     Smith.
Smith said, ‘How come?’
Menville, looking enigmatic, just said, ‘Eat, eat.’ They stowed their jackets     in the car and walked the rest of the way to the graveyard.
Once inside the gates, they walked a great distance until at last they came     to a special marker.
Smith looked down and said, ‘Russ Simpson. Wasn’t he an old friend of yours     from high school?’
‘Yeah,’ said Menville. ‘That was the one.     Part of the gang. My very best friend, actually. Russ Simpson.’
They stood for a while, biting into their apples, chewing quietly.
‘He must have been very special,’ Smith said. ‘You’ve come all this way. But     you didn’t bring any flowers.’
‘No, only these apples. You’ll see.’
Smith stared at the marker. ‘What was there about him that was so     special?’
Menville took another bite of his apple and said, ‘He wasconstant. He was there every noon, he was there on the streetcar going to     school and then back home every day. He was there at recess, he sat across from me in homeroom,     and we took a class in the short story together. It was that kind of thing. Oh, sure, on     occasion he did crazy stuff.’
‘Like what?’ said Smith.
‘Well, we had this little gang of five or six guys who met at lunchtime. We     were all different, but on the other hand, we were all sort of the same. Russ used to sort of     pick at me, you know how friends do.’
‘Pick? Like what?’
‘He liked to play a game. He’d look at all of us and say, “Someone say     ‘Granger.’” He’d look at me and say, “Say ‘Granger.’” I’d say “Granger” and Russ would shake     his head and say, “No, no. One of you others say ‘Granger.’” So one of the other guys would say     “Granger” and they would all laugh, a big reaction, because he said “Granger” just the right way. Then Russ would turn to me and say, “Now it’s your turn,     you say it.” I would say “Granger” and no one would laugh and I’d stand there, feeling left     out.
‘There was a trick to the whole thing but I was so stupid, so naive, that I     could never figure out that it was a joke, the sort of thing they played on me.
‘Then one time I was over at Russ’s house and a friend of his named Pipkin     leaned over the balcony in the living room and dropped a cat on me. Can you believe that?! The     cat landed right on my head and clawed my face. It could have put out my eyes, I thought later.     Russ thought it was a great joke. Russ was laughing and Pip was laughing, and I threw the cat     across the room. Russ was indignant. “Watch what you’re doing with the cat!” he said. “Watch     what the cat was doing with me!” I cried. That was a big joke; he told everyone. They all     laughed, except me.’
‘That’s some memory,’ said Smith.
‘He was there every day, was in school with me, my best friend. Every once in     a while, at lunchtime, he’d eat an apple and when he finished he’d say, “Apple core.” And one     of the other guys would say, “Baltimore.” Russ would then say, “Who’s your friend?” They’d     point at me and he’d throw the apple core–hard–at me. This was a routine; it happened at least     once a week for a couple of years. Apple-core Baltimore.’
‘And this was your best friend?’
‘Sure, my best friend.’
They stood there by the grave, still working at their apples. The sun was     getting hotter and there was no breeze.
‘What else?’ said Smith.
‘Oh, not much. Well, sometimes at lunchtime I’d ask the typing teacher to let     me use one of the typewriters so I could write, as I didn’t have a typewriter of my own.
‘Finally, I had a chance to buy one real cheap, so I went without lunch for a     month or so, saving my lunch money. Finally, I had enough to buy my very own typewriter so I     could write whenever I wanted.
‘One day Russ looked at me and said, “My God, do you realize what you are?” I     said, “What?” He said, “You’re a stale fruitcake, giving up your money to buy that damned     typewriter. A stale fruitcake.”
‘I often thought later that someday when I finished my great American novel,     that’s what I’d call it:Stale Fruitcake.’
Smith said, ‘Better thanGatsby, huh?’
‘Gatsby, sure. Anyway, I had the typewriter.’
They were quiet then, the only sound the last bites into their diminishing     apples.
A distant expression came over Smith’s face and he blinked and suddenly     whispered, ‘Apple-core.’
To which, quickly, Menville said, ‘Baltimore.’
Smith then said, ‘Who’s your friend?’
Menville, looking down at the marker near     his feet, eyes wide, said, ‘Granger.’
‘Granger?’ said Smith, and stared at his friend.
‘Yeah,’ said Menville. ‘Granger.’
At this Smith raised his hand and threw his apple core down on top of the     gravestone.
No sooner was this done than Menville hurled his apple core down, then     reached and took it up again and threw it a second time so that the gravestone was so littered     with shreds of the apple core that you couldn’t make out the name on the marker.
They stared at the mess.
Then Menville turned and began to walk away, threading through the     gravestones, tears streaming down his cheeks.
Smith called after him. ‘Where are you going?’
Menville, not looking back, said in a hoarse voice, ‘To get some more apples,     damn it to hell, more apples.’
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Arrival and Departure
No day in all of time began with nobler heart or fresher spirit. No morn     had ever chanced upon its greener self as did this morn discover spring in every aspect and     every breath. Birds flew about, intoxicated, and moles and all things holed up in earth and     stone ventured forth, forgetting that life itself might be forfeit. The sky was a Pacific, a     Caribbean, an Indian sea, hung in a tidal outpouring over a town that now exhaled the dust of     winter from a thousand windows. Doors slammed wide. Like a tide moving over a town that now     exhaled the dust of winter from a thousand windows. Doors slammed wide. Like a tide moving into     a shore, wave after wave of laundered curtains broke over the piano-wire lines behind the     houses.
And at last the mild sweetness of this particular day summoned forth two souls, like wintry figures from a Swiss clock, hypnotized, upon     their porch. Mr and Mrs Alexander, twenty-four months locked deep in their rusty house, felt     long-forgotten wings stir in their shoulder blades as the sun rekindled their bones.
‘Smellthat!’
Mrs Alexander took a drink of air and spun to accuse the house. ‘Two years!     One hundred sixty-five bottles of throat molasses! Ten pounds of sulfur! Twelve boxes of     sleeping pills! Five yards of flannel for our chests! How much mustard grease? Get away!’ She     pushed at the house. She turned to the spring day, opened her arms. The sun made teardrops jump     from her eyes.
They waited, not yet ready to descend away from two years of nursing each     other, falling ill time and again, accepting but never quite enjoying the prospect of another     evening together after six hundred of seeing no other human face.
‘Why, we’re strangers here.’ The husband nodded to the shady streets.
And they remembered how they had stopped answering the door and kept the     shades down, afraid that some abrupt encounter, some flash of bright sun, might shatter them to     dusty ghosts.
But now, on this fountain-sparkling day, their health at last miraculously     returned, old Mr and Mrs Alexander edged down the steps and into the town, like tourists from a     land beneath the earth.
Reaching the main street, Mr Alexander said,     ‘We’re not so old; we justfeltold. Why I’m seventy-two, you’re only     seventy. I’m out for some special shopping, Elma. Meet you here in two hours!’
They flew apart, rid of each other at last.
 
Not half a block away, passing a dress shop, Mr Alexander saw a mannequin in     a window, and froze. There, ah, there! The sunlight warmed her pink cheeks, her berry-stained     lips, her blue-lacquer eyes, her yellow-yarn hair. He stood at the window for an entire minute,     until a live woman appeared suddenly, arranging the displays. When she glanced up, there was Mr     Alexander, smiling like a youthful idiot. She smiled back.
What a day! he thought. I could punch a hole in a plank door. I could throw a     cat over the courthouse! Get out of the way, old man! Wait! Was that amirror? Never mind. Good God! I’m really alive!
Mr Alexander was inside the shop.
‘I want to buy something!’ he said.
‘What?’ asked the beautiful saleslady.
He glanced foolishly about. ‘Why, let me have a scarf. That’s it, a     scarf.’
He blinked at the numerous scarves she brought, smiling at him so his heart     roared and tilted like a gyroscope, throwing the world out of balance. ‘Pick the scarf you’d     wear, yourself. That’s the scarf for me.’
She chose a scarf the color of her eyes.
‘Is it for your wife?’
He handed her a five-dollar bill. ‘Put the scarf on.’ She obeyed. He tried to     imagine Elma’s head sticking out above it; failed. ‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘It’s yours.’ He drifted     out the sunlit door, his veins singing.
‘Sir,’ she called, but he was gone.
 
What Mrs Alexander wanted most was shoes, and after leaving her husband she     entered the very first shoe shop. But not, however, before she dropped a penny in a perfume     machine and pumped great vaporous founts of verbena upon her sparrow chest. Then, with the     spray clinging round her like morning mist, she plunged into the shoe store, where a fine young     man with doe-brown eyes and black arched brows and hair with the sheen of patent leather     pinched her ankles, feathered her instep, caressed her toes, and so entertained her feet that     they blushed a soft, warm pink.
‘Madame has the smallest foot I’ve fitted this year. Extraordinarily     small.’
Mrs Alexander was a great heart seated there, beating so loudly that the     salesman had to shout over the sound:
‘If Madame will push down!’
‘Would the lady like another color?’
He shook her left hand as she departed with three pairs of shoes, giving her     fingers what seemed to be a meaningful appraisal. She laughed a strange laugh, forgetting to     say she had not worn her wedding band, her fingers had puffed     with illness so many years that the ring now lay in dust. On the street, she confronted the     verbena-squirting machine, another copper penny in her hand.
 
Mr Alexander strode with great bouncing strides up and down streets, doing a     little jig of delight on meeting certain people, stopping at last, faintly tired, but not     admitting it to anyone, before the United Cigar store. There, as if seven-hundred-odd noons had     not vanished, stood Mr Bleak, Mr Grey, Samuel Spaulding, and the Wooden Indian. They seized and     punched Mr Alexander in disbelief.
‘John, you’re back from the dead!’
‘Coming to the lodge tonight?’
‘Sure!’
‘Oddfellows meeting tomorrow night?’
‘I’ll be there!’ Invitations blew about him in a warm wind. ‘Old friends,     I’vemissedyou!’ He wanted to grab everyone, even the Indian. They     lit his free cigar and bought him foamy beers next door in the jungle color of green-felt pool     tables.
‘One week from tonight,’ cried Mr Alexander. ‘Open house. My wife and I     invite you all, good friends. Barbecue! Drinks and fun!’
Spaulding crushed his hand. ‘Will your wife mind about tonight?’
‘Not Elma.’
‘I’ll come for you at eight o’clock.’
‘Fine!’
And Mr Alexander was off like a ball of Spanish moss blown on the wind.
 
After she left the store, Mrs Alexander was discovered in the streets of the     town by a sea of women. She was the center of a bargain sale, ladies clustering in twos and     threes, everyone talking, laughing, offering, accepting at once.
‘Tonight, Elma. The Thimble Club.’
‘Come pick me up!’
Breathless and flushed, she pushed through, made it to a far curb, looked     back as one looks at the ocean for a last time before going inland, and hustled, lighting to     herself, down the avenue, counting on her fingers the appointments she had in the next week at     the Elm Street Society, the Women’s Patriotic League, the Sewing Basket, and the Elite Theatre     Club.
The hours blazed to their finish. The courthouse clock rang once.
Mr Alexander stood on the street corner, glancing at his watch doubtfully and     shaking it, muttering under his breath. A woman was standing on the opposite corner, and after     ten minutes of waiting, Mr Alexander crossed over. ‘I beg your pardon, but I think my watch is     wrong,’ he called, approaching. ‘Could you give me the correct time?’
‘John!’ she cried.
‘Elma!’ he cried.
‘I was standing here all the time,’ she said.
‘AndIwas standing over there!’
‘You’ve got a new suit!’
‘That’s a new dress!’
‘New hat.’
‘So is yours.’
‘New shoes.’
‘How doyoursfit?’
‘Mine hurt.’
‘So do mine.’
‘I bought tickets for a play Saturday night for us, Elma! And made     reservations for the Green Town picnic next month! What’s that perfume you’re wearing?’
‘What’s that cologneyou’vegot on?’
‘Nowonderwe didn’t recognize each other!’
They looked at each other for a long time.
‘Well, let’s get home. Isn’t it a beautiful day?’
They squeaked along in their new shoes. ‘Yes, beautiful!’ they both agreed,     smiling. But then they glanced at each other out of the corner of their eyes and suddenly     looked away, nervously.
Their house was blue dark; it was like entering a cave after the fresh green     spring afternoon.
‘How about a little lunch?’
‘Not hungry. You?’
‘Me neither.’
‘I sure do like my new shoes.’
‘Mine, too.’
‘Well, what’ll we do the rest of the day?’
‘Oh, go to a show, maybe.’
‘After we rest awhile.’
‘You’re nottired!’
‘No, no, no,’ she cried hastily.‘You?’
‘No, no!’ he said quickly.
They sat down and felt the comfortable darkness and coolness of the room     after the bright, glaring warm day.
‘I think I’ll just loosen my shoelaces a bit,’ he said. ‘Just untie the knots     a moment.’
‘I think I’ll do the same.’
They loosened the knots and the laces in their shoes.
‘Might as well get our hats off!’
Sitting there, they removed their hats.
He looked over at her and thought: Forty-five years. Married to her     forty-five years. Why, I can remember…and that time in Mills Valley…and then there was that     other day…forty years ago we drove to…yes…yes. His head shook. A long time.
‘Why don’t you take off your tie?’ she suggested.
‘Think I should, if we’re going right out again?’ he said.
‘Just for a moment.’
She watched him take off his tie and she thought: It’s been a good marriage.     We’ve helped each other; he’s spoon-fed, washed, and dressed me when I was sick, taken good     care…Forty-five years now, and the honeymoon in Mills     Valley–seems like only the day before the day before yesterday.
‘Why don’t you get rid of your earrings?’ he suggested. ‘New, aren’t they?     They look heavy.’
‘Theyarea bit.’ She laid them aside.
They sat in their comfortable soft chairs by the green baize tables where     stood arnica bottles, pellet and tablet boxes, serums, cough remedies, pads, braces and foot     rubs, greases, salves, lotions, inhalants, aspirin, quinine, powders, decks of worn playing     cards from a million slow games of blackjack, and books they had murmured to each other across     the dark small room in the single faint bulb light, their voices like the motion of dim moths     through the shadows.
‘Perhaps I can slip my shoesoff,’ he said. ‘For     one hundred and twenty seconds, before we run out again.’
‘Isn’t right to keep your feet boxed up all the time.’
They both slipped off their shoes.
‘Elma?’
‘Yes?’ She looked up.
‘Nothing,’ he said.
They heard the mantel clock ticking. They caught each other peering at the     clock. Two in the afternoon. Only six hours until eight tonight.
‘John?’ she said.
‘Yes?’
‘Never mind,’ she said.
They sat.
‘Why don’t we put on our woolly slippers?’     he wondered.
‘I’ll get them.’
She fetched the slippers.
They put them on, exhaling at the cool feel of the material.
‘Ahhhhhh!’
‘Why are you still wearing your coat and vest?’
‘You know, new clothesarelike a suit of armor.’     He worked out of the coat and, a minute later, the vest.
The chairs creaked.
‘Why, it’s four o’clock,’ she said, later.
‘Time flies. Too late to go out now, isn’t it?’
‘Much too late. We’ll just rest awhile. We can call a taxi to take us to     supper.’
‘Elma.’ He licked his lips.
‘Yes?’
‘Oh, I forgot.’ He glanced away at the wall.
‘Why don’t I just get out of my clothes into my bathrobe?’ he suggested, five     minutes later. ‘I can dress in a rush when we stroll off for a big filet supper on the     town.’
‘Now you’re being sensible,’ she agreed. ‘John?’
‘Something you want to tell me?’
She gazed at the new shoes lying on the floor. She remembered the friendly     tweak on her instep, the slow caress on her toes.
‘No,’ she said.
They listened for each other’s hearts     beating in the room. Clothed in their bathrobes, they sat sighing.
‘I’m just theleast bittired. Not too much,     understand,’ she said. ‘Just alittle bit.’
‘Naturally. It’s been quite a day, quite a day.’
‘You can’t justrushout, can you?’
‘Got to take it easy. We’re not young anymore.’
‘That’s right.’
‘I’m slightly exhausted, too,’ he admitted casually.
‘Maybe.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Maybe we should have a biteheretonight. We can always dine out tomorrow evening.’
‘A really smart suggestion,’ he said. ‘I’m not ravenous, anyway.’
‘Strange, neither am I.’
‘But, we’ll go to a picture later tonight?’
‘Ofcourse!’
They sat munching cheese and some stale crackers like mice in the dark.
Seven o’clock.
‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I’m beginning to feel just a trifle queasy?’
‘Oh?’
‘Back aches.’
‘Why don’t I just rub it for you?’
‘Thanks. Elma, you’ve got fine hands. You understand how to massage; not     hard, not soft–but justright.’
‘My feet are burning,’ she said. ‘I don’t     think I’ll be able to make that film tonight.’
‘Some other night,’ he said.
‘I wonder if something was wrong with that cheese? Heartburn.’
‘Didyounotice, too?’
They looked at the bottles on the table.
Seven-thirty. Seven forty-five.
‘Almost eight o’clock.’
‘John!’ ‘Elma!’
They had both spoken at once.
They laughed, startled.
‘What is it?’
‘You go ahead.’
‘No, you first!’
They fell silent, listening and watching the clock, their hearts beating fast     and faster. Their faces were pale.
‘I think I’ll take a little peppermint oil for my stomach,’ said Mr     Alexander.
‘Hand me the spoon when you’re done,’ she said.
They sat smacking their lips in the dark, with only the one small moth-bulb     lit.
Tickety-tickety-tick-tick-tick.
They heard the footsteps on their sidewalk. Up the front-porch stairs. The     bell ringing.
They both stiffened.
The bell rang again.
They sat in the dark.
Six more times the bell rang.
‘Let’s not answer,’ they both said. Startled again, they looked at each     other, gasping.
They stared across the room into each other’s eyes.
‘It can’t be anyone important.’
‘No one important. They’d want to talk. And we’re tired, aren’t we?’
‘Pretty,’ she said.
The bell rang.
There was a tinkle as Mr Alexander took another spoonful of peppermint syrup.     His wife drank some water and swallowed a white pill.
The bell rang a final, hard time.
‘I’ll just peek,’ he said, ‘out the front window.’
He left his wife and went to look. And there, on the front porch, his back     turned, going down the steps, was Samuel Spaulding. Mr Alexander couldn’t remember his     face.
Mrs Alexander was in the other front room, looking out a window, secretly.     She saw a Thimble Club woman walking along the street now, turning in at the sidewalk, coming     up just as the man who had rung the bell was coming down. They met. Their voices murmured out     there in the calm spring night.
The two strangers glanced up at the dark house together, discussing it.
Suddenly the two strangers laughed.
They gazed at the dim house once more. Then the man and the woman walked down the sidewalk and away together, along the street,     under the moonlit trees, laughing and shaking their heads and talking until they were out of     sight.
Back in the living room, Mr Alexander found his wife had put out a small     washtub of warm water in which, mutually, they might soak their feet. She had also brought in     an extra bottle of arnica. He heard her washing her hands. When she returned from the bath, her     hands and face smelled of soap instead of spring verbena.
They sat soaking their feet.
‘I think we better turn in those tickets we bought for that play Saturday     night,’ he said, ‘and the tickets for that benefit next week. You never can tell.’
‘All right,’ she said.
The spring afternoon seemed like a million years ago.
‘I wonder who that was at the door,’ she said.
‘I don’t know,’ he said, reaching for the peppermint oil. He swallowed some.     ‘Game of blackjack, missus?’
She settled back in her chair with the faintest wriggle of her body.
‘Don’t mind if I do,’ she said.
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At Midnight, in the Month of June
He had been waiting a long, long time in the summer night, as the darkness pressed warmer to the earth and the stars turned slowly over the sky. He sat in total darkness, his hands lying easily on the arms of the Morris chair. He heard the town clock strike nine and ten and eleven, and then at last twelve. The breeze from an open back window flowed through the midnight house in an unlit stream, that touched him like a dark rock where he sat silently watching the front door – silently watching.
At midnight, in the month of June.…
The cool night poem by Mr Edgar Allan Poe slid over his mind like the waters of a shadowed creek.
The lady sleeps! Oh, may her sleep,
 
Which is enduring, so be deep!
He moved down the black shapeless halls of the house, stepped out of the back window, feeling the town locked away in bed, in dream, in night. He saw the shining snake of garden hose coiled resiliently in the grass. He turned on the water. Standing alone, watering the flower bed, he imagined himself a conductor leading an orchestra that only night-strolling dogs might hear, passing on their way to nowhere with strange white smiles. Very carefully he planted both feet and his tall weight into the mud beneath the window, making deep, well-outlined prints. He stepped inside again and walked, leaving mud, down the absolutely unseen hall, his hands seeing for him.
Through the front porch window he made out the faint outline of a lemonade glass, one-third full, sitting on the porch rail whereshehad left it. He trembled quietly.
Now, he could feel her coming home. He could feel her moving across town, far away, in the summer night. He shut his eyes and put his mind out to find her; and felt her moving along in the dark; he knew just where she stepped down from a curb and crossed a street, and up on a kerb and tack-tacking, tack-tacking along under the June elms and the last of the lilacs, with a friend. Walking the empty desert of night, hewasshe. He felt a purse in his hands. He felt long hair prickle his neck, and his mouth turn greasy with lipstick. Sitting still, he was walking, walking, walking on home after midnight.
‘Good night!’
He heard but did not hear the voices, and she was coming nearer, and now she was only a mile away and now only a matter of a thousand yards, and now she was sinking, like a beautiful white lantern on an invisible wire, down into the cricket- and frog- and water-sounding ravine. And he knew the texture of the wooden ravine stairs as if, a boy, he was rushing down them, feeling the rough grain and the dust and the leftover heat of the day.…
He put his hands out on the air, open. The thumbs of his hands touched, and then the fingers, so that his hands made a circle, enclosing emptiness, there before him. Then, very slowly, he squeezed his hands tighter and tighter together, his mouth open, his eyes shut.
He stopped squeezing and put his hands, trembling, back on the arms of the chair. He kept his eyes shut.
Long ago, he had climbed, one night, to the top of the courthouse tower fire escape, and looked out at the silver town, at the town of the moon, and the town of summer. And he had seen all the dark houses with two things in them, people and sleep, the two elements joined in bed and all their tiredness and terror breathed upon the still air, siphoned back quietly, and breathed out again, until that element was purified, the problems and hatreds and horrors of the previous day exorcized long before morning and done away with forever.
He had been enchanted with the hour, and the town, and he had felt very powerful, like the magic man with the marionettes who strung destinies across a stage on spider threads. On the very top of the courthouse tower he could see the least flicker of leaf turning in the moonlight five miles away; the last light, like a pink pumpkin eye, wink out. The town did not escape his eye – it could do nothing without his knowing its every tremble and gesture.
And so it was tonight. He felt himself a tower with the clock in it pounding slow and announcing hours in a great bronze tone, and gazing upon a town where a woman, hurried or slowed by fitful gusts and breezes now of terror and now of self-confidence, took the chalk white midnight sidewalks home, fording solid avenues of tar and stone, drifting among fresh cut lawns, and now running, running down the steps, through the ravine, up, up the hill, up the hill!
He heard her footsteps before he really heard them. He heard her gasping before there was a gasping. He fixed his gaze to the lemonade glass outside, on the banister. Then the real sound, the real running, the gasping, echoed wildly outside. He sat up. The footsteps raced across the street, the pavement, in a panic. There was a babble, a clumsy stumble up the porch steps, a key ratcheting the door, a voice yelling in a whisper, praying to itself. ‘Oh, God, dear God!’ Whisper! Whisper! And the woman crashing in the door, slamming it, bolting it, talking, whispering, talking to herself in the dark room.
He felt, rather than saw, her hand move toward the light switch.
He cleared his throat.
She stood against the door in the dark. If moonlight could have struck in upon her, she would have shimmered like a small pool of water on a windy night. He felt the fine sapphire jewels come out upon her face, and her face all glittering with brine.
‘Lavinia,’ he whispered.
Her arms were raised across the door like a crucifix. He heard her mouth open and her lungs push a warmness upon the air. She was a beautiful dim white moth; with the sharp needle point of terror he had her pinned against the wooden door. He could walk all around the specimen, if he wished, and look at her, look at her.
‘Lavinia,’ he whispered.
He heard her heartbeating. She did not move.
‘It’s me,’ he whispered.
‘Who?’ she said, so faint it was a small pulse-beat in her throat.
‘I won’t tell you,’ he whispered. He stood perfectly straight in the center of the room. God, but he felttall! Tall and dark and very beautiful to himself, and the way his hands were out before him was as if he might play a piano at any moment, a lovely melody, a waltzing tune. The hands were wet, they felt as if he had dipped them into a bed of mint and cool menthol.
‘If I told you who I am, you might not be afraid,’ he whispered. ‘I want you to be afraid. Are you afraid?’
She said nothing. She breathed out and in, out and in, a small bellows which, pumped steadily, blew upon her fear and kept it going, kept it alight.
‘Why did you go to the show tonight?’ he whispered. ‘Whydid you go to the show?’
No answer.
He took a step forward, heard her breath take itself, like a sword hissing in its sheath.
‘Why did you come back through the ravine, alone?’ he whispered. ‘Youdidcome back alone, didn’t you? Did you think you’d meet me in the middle of the bridge? Why did you go to the show tonight? Why did you come back through the ravine, alone?’
‘I—’ she gasped.
‘You,’ he whispered.
‘No—’ she cried, in a whisper.
‘Lavinia,’ he said. He took another step.
‘Please,’ she said.
‘Open the door. Get out. And run,’ he whispered.
She did not move.
‘Lavinia, open the door.’
She began to whimper in her throat.
‘Run,’ he said.
In moving he felt something touch his knee. He pushed, something tilted in space and fell over, a table, a basket, and a half-dozen unseen balls of yarn tumbled like cats in the dark, rolling softly. In the one moonlit space on the floor beneath the window, like a metal sign pointing, lay the sewing shears. They were winter ice in his hand. He held them out to her suddenly, through the still air.
‘Here,’ he whispered.
He touched them to her hand. She snatched her hand back.
‘Here,’ he urged.
‘Take this,’ he said, after a pause.
He opened her fingers that were already dead and cold to the touch, and stiff and strange to manage, and he pressed the scissors into them. ‘Now,’ he said.
He looked out at the moonlit sky for a long moment, and when he glanced back it was some time before he could see her in the dark.
‘I waited,’ he said. ‘But that’s the way it’s always been. I waited for the others, too. But they all came looking for me, finally. It was that easy. Five lovely ladies in the last two years. I waited for them in the ravine, in the country, by the lake, everywhere I waited, and they came out to find me, and found me. It was always nice, the next day, reading the newspapers. And you went looking tonight, I know, or you wouldn’t have come back alone through the ravine. Did you scare yourself there, and run? Did you think I was down there waiting for you? You should haveheardyourself running up the walk! Through the door! Andlockingit! You thought you were safe inside, home at last, safe, safe, safe, didn’t you?’
She held the scissors in one dead hand, and she began to cry. He saw the merest gleam, like water upon the wall of a dim cave. He heard the sounds she made.
‘No,’ he whispered. ‘You have the scissors. Don’t cry.’
She cried. She did not move at all. She stood there, shivering, her head back against the door, beginning to slide down the length of the door toward the floor.
‘Don’t cry,’ he whispered.
‘I don’t like to hear you cry,’ he said. ‘I can’t stand to hear that.’
He held his hands out and moved them through the air until one of them touched her cheek. He felt the wetness of that cheek, he felt her warm breath touch his palm like a summer moth. Then he said only one more thing:
‘Lavinia,’ he said, gently. ‘Lavinia.’
How clearly he remembered the old nights in the old times, in the times when he was a boy and them all running and running, and hiding and hiding, and playing hide-and-seek. In the first spring nights and in the warm summer nights and in the late summer evenings and in those first sharp autumn nights when doors were shutting early and porches were empty except for blowing leaves. The game of hide-and-seek went on as long as there was sun to see by, or the rising snow-crusted moon. Their feet upon the green lawns were like the scattered throwing of soft peaches and crab apples, and the counting of the Seeker with his arms cradling his buried head, chanting to the night: five, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five, forty, forty-five, fifty.… And the sound of thrown apples fading, the children all safely closeted in tree or bush shade, under the latticed porches with the clever dogs minding not to wag their tails and give their secret away. And the counting done: eighty-five, ninety, ninety-five, a hundred!
Ready or not, here I come!
And the Seeker running out through the town wilderness to find the Hiders, and the Hiders keeping their secret laughter in their mouths, like precious June strawberries, with the help of clasped hands. And the Seeker seeking after the smallest heartbeat in the high elm tree or the glint of a dog’s eye in a bush, or a small water sound of laughter that could not help burst out as the Seeker ran right on by and did not see the shadow within the shadow.…
He moved into the bathroom of the quiet house, thinking all this, enjoying the clear rush, the tumultuous gushing of memories like a waterfalling of the mind over a steep precipice, falling and falling toward the bottom of his head.
God, how secret and tall they had felt, hidden away. God, how the shadows mothered and kept them, sheathed in their own triumph. Glowing with perspiration how they crouched like idols and thought they might hideforever! While the silly Seeker went pelting by on his way to failure and inevitable frustration.
Sometimes the Seeker stopped rightatyour tree and peered up at you crouched there in your invisible warm wings, in your great colorless windowpane bat wings, and said, ‘Iseeyou there!’ But you said nothing. ‘You’reupthere all right.’ But you said nothing. ‘Come ondown!’ But not a word, only a victorious Cheshire smile. And doubt coming over the Seeker below. ‘It isyou, isn’t it?’ The backing off and away. ‘Aw, Iknowyou’re up there!’ No answer. Only the tree sitting in the night and shaking quietly, leaf upon leaf. And the Seeker, afraid of the dark within darkness, loping away to seek easier game, something to be named and certain of. ‘All right foryou!’
He washed his hands in the bathroom, and thought, Why am I washing my hands? And then the grains of time sucked back up the flue of the hour-glass again and it was another year …
He remembered that sometimes when he played hide-and-seek they did not find him at all; he would not let them find him. He said not a word, he stayed so long in the apple tree that he was a white-fleshed apple; he lingered so long in the chestnut tree that he had the hardness and the brown brightness of the autumn nut. And God, how powerful to be undiscovered, how immense it made you, until your arms were branching, growing out in all directions, pulled by the stars and the tidal moon until your secretness enclosed the town and mothered it with your compassion and tolerance. You could do anything in the shadows, anything. If you chose to do it, you could do it. How powerful to sit above the sidewalk and see people pass under, never aware you were there and watching, and might put out an arm to brush their noses with the five-legged spider of your hand and brush their thinking minds with terror.
He finished washing his hands and wiped them on a towel.
But there was always an end to the game. When the Seeker had found all the other Hiders and these Hiders in turn were Seekers and they were all spreading out, calling your name, looking for you, how much more powerful and importantthatmade you.
‘Hey, hey! Whereareyou! Come in, the game’sover!’
But you not moving or coming in. Even when they all collected under your tree and saw, or thought they saw you there at the very top, and called up at you. ‘Oh, come down! Stop fooling! Hey! We see you. We know you’re there!’
Not answering even then – not until the final, the fatal thing happened. Far off, a block away, a silver whistle screaming, and the voice of your mother calling your name, and the whistle again. ‘Nine o’clock!’ her voice wailed. ‘Nine o’clock! Home!’
But you waited until all the children were gone. Then, very carefully unfolding yourself and your warmth and secretness, and keeping out of the lantern light at corners, you ran home alone, alone in darkness and shadow, hardly breathing, keeping the sound of your heart quiet and in yourself, so if people heard anything at all they might think it was only the wind blowing a dry leaf by in the night. And your mother standing there, with the screen door wide …
He finished wiping his hands on the towel. He stood a moment thinking of how it had been the last two years here in town. The old game going on, by himself, playing it alone, the children gone, grown into settled middle age, but now, as before, himself the final and last and only Hider, and the whole town seeking and seeing nothing and going on home to lock their doors.
But tonight, out of a time long past, and on many nights now, he had heard that old sound, the sound of the silver whistle, blowing and blowing. It was certainly not a night bird singing, for he knew each sound so well. But the whistle kept calling and calling and a voice said,HomeandNine o’clock, even though it was now long after midnight. He listened. There was the silver whistle. Even though his mother had died many years ago, after having put his father in an early grave with her temper and her tongue. ‘Do this, do that, do this, do that, do this, do that, do this, do that …’ A phonograph record, broken, playing the same cracked turn again, again, again, her voice, her cadence, around, around, around, around, repeat, repeat, repeat.
And the clear silver whistle blowing and the game of hide-and-seek over. No more of walking in the town and standing behind trees and bushes and smiling a smile that burned through the thickest foliage. An automatic thing was happening. His feet were walking and his hands were doing and he knew everything that must be done now.
His hands did not belong to him.
He tore a button off his coat and let it drop into the deep dark well of the room. It never seemed to hit bottom. It floated down. He waited.
It seemed never to stop rolling. Finally, it stopped.
His hands did not belong to him.
He took his pipe and flung that into the depths of the room. Without waiting for it to strike emptiness, he walked quietly back through the kitchen and peered outside the open, blowing, white-curtained window at the footprints he had made there. He was the Seeker, seeking now, instead of the Hider hiding. He was the quiet searcher finding and sifting and putting away clues, and those footprints were now as alien to him as something from a prehistoric age. They had been made a million years ago by some other man on some other business; they were no part of him at all. He marveled at their precision and deepness and form in the moonlight. He put his hand down almost to touch them, like a great and beautiful archaeological discovery! Then he was gone, back through the rooms, ripping a piece of material from his trousers turn-up and blowing it off his open palm like a moth.
His hands were not his hands anymore, or his body his body.
He opened the front door and went out and sat for a moment on the porch rail. He picked up the lemonade glass and drank what was left, made warm by an evening’s waiting, and pressed his fingers tight to the glass, tight, tight, very tight. Then he put the glass down on the railing.
The silver whistle!
Yes, he thought. Coming, coming.
The silver whistle!
Yes, he thought. Nine o’clock. Home, home. Nine o’clock. Studies and milk and graham crackers and white cool bed, home, home; nine o’clock and the silver whistle.
He was off the porch in an instant, running softly, lightly, with hardly a breath or a heartbeat, as one barefooted runs, as one all leaf and green June grass and night can run, all shadow, forever running, away from the silent house and across the street, and down into the ravine …
He pushed the door wide and stepped into the Owl Diner, this long railroad car that, removed from its track, had been put to a solitary unmoving destiny in the center of town. The place was empty. At the far end of the counter, the counterman glanced up as the door shut and the customer walked along the line of empty swivel seats. The counterman took the toothpick from his mouth.
‘Tom Dillon, you old so-and-so! Whatyoudoing up this time of night, Tom?’
Tom Dillon ordered without the menu. While the food was being prepared, he dropped a nickel in the wall phone, got his number, and spoke quietly for a time. He hung up, came back, and sat, listening. Sixty seconds later, both he and the counterman heard the police siren wail by at fifty miles an hour. ‘Well – hell!’ said the counterman. ‘Go get ’em, boys!’
He set out a tall glass of milk and a plate of six fresh graham crackers.
Tom Dillon sat there for a long while, looking secretly down at his ripped trousers turn-up and muddied shoes. The light in the diner was raw and bright, and he felt as if he were on a stage. He held the tall cool glass of milk in his hand, sipping it, eyes shut, chewing the good texture of the graham crackers, feeling it all through his mouth, coating his tongue.
‘Would or would you not,’ he asked, quietly, ‘call this a hearty meal?’
‘I’d call that very hearty indeed,’ said the counterman, smiling.
Tom Dillon chewed another graham cracker with great concentration, feeling all of it in his mouth. It’s just a matter of time, he thought, waiting.
‘More milk?’
‘Yes,’ said Tom.
And he watched with steady interest, with the purest and most alert concentration in all of his life, as the white carton tilted and gleamed, and the snowy milk poured out, cool and quiet, like the sound of a running spring at night, and filled the glass up all the way, to the very brim, to the very brim, and over …


Austen and Jausten - The Twins of Time

Ray Bradbury


 


This is all about Austen and Jausten, two twins I knew when I was twelve and played with in an alley behind my house in Tucson, Arizona.

These boys both suffered from sins of pride.

Austen told me that he was going to live forever.

Jausten bragged that by the age of thirteen, next year, he would be dead, stone cold dead and gone. Forever, he added.

Then he coughed, spit blood and showed it to me as proof, and smiled.

I could never figure either of them.

But let's take Jausten first.

I didn't ask him about his stone cold future. Forever. Because ....

Sort of shy, his kind of sly, he traced his name in the alley dust one summer noon and without looking at me nonchalantly said, "Guess what?"

"I'm no guesser."

"You're looking at a real live dead person."

Well, I wasn't looking at him. Now I did.

"Say that again," I said.

"I'm good as gone," Jausten drawled. Doctor said so. Priest said so. Mom and Dad claimed it was a fact. They've bought me a great marble hut up at Green Meadows Cemetery—you know the place."

"They bought you a—"

"It's in the works. Should get the contract this noon and I'll show it to prove."

"The doctor told you that?"

"Sure did." Jausten nodded solemnly.

"And Father Riley knows?"

"He found out."

"Don't your folks mind your spreading it around?"

"That I'm gonna die? Heck, no."

"If I was your parents I'd tell you not to say."

"They don't mind. They tell it themselves."

Just then, Austen ran up and said, "Shut your eyes."

I shut them.

"Now, open."

I opened my eyes. The twins were standing there, smiling, in their bib overalls and bare feet. It was an old trick they loved.

"Now," both said at once, "which is which?"

I looked at the two heads, tilting this way and that.

"No fair," I said. "Stand still!"

They twitched.

"Which is Austen?" one said.

"And which Jausten?" said the other.

I ran my stare over their laughs.

"Heck," I said, "one of you is gonna live forever and one of you is gonna die forever! How can I tell if you don't hold still?"

"I'm Austen," one said.

"And I'm Jausten!" the other cried.

"Maybe," they added, running circles.

Then, quietly, the twins stood before me, blinking and smiling happily.

One of them stepped forward and said, "You want to know how to tell us apart?"

"Tell me."

He pointed to his forehead. "See? In my left temple, right under the skin, a blue vein I have and Austen doesn't. That blue vein is my future, real dark, down below."

"Well, then," I said, "you're Jausten."

"Yeah!"

And the two of them ran shrieking around me and then stood very still. I couldn't see the brow of either of them, so I shut up. One nodded at the other and said, "Git," and the other walked off up the hill.

Now this twin turned to me and said, "I guess you'd like to know about my future?"

"Yes."

"Well, I'll tell," he said. "In junior high I'm gonna kill algebra, easy. And geometry. That's easy, too. I'm gonna take drama, write poems, study Greek. In high school I'm gonna write ten dozen stories, act Hamlet, be student body president, graduate all As. Get a job right off, make five thousand a year, by gosh, five thousand. Find a house and wife and kids and live forever. Live forever!!

"You're Austen," I said.

"How'd you guess?"

"Well," I said, "your talk. Easy to tell between you two."

He said, "Right! Now what about your future?"

I said, "Well, if I can make it out of seventh grade, I'll be lucky."

"Try," he said, and walked away. "Try."

I met Jausten up by Green Meadows Cemetery and he showed me the final papers signing him into the Gothic marble hut, a bit more than a hut, almost a white gazebo in the backyard where you could hide from the sun.

"Go on," Jausten said. "Get in."

"No thanks," I said.

"It's cool in there, summer day like today."

"Cold's more like it."

I shivered. Jausten pretended not to see.

"There's lots of room to stash folks." He pointed. "Up left is where Mom will visit, should I need visitors. Papa, up on the right. Grandma's already down below, see, and my Aunt Mollie's way there in back. Still lots of shelf space, as they say. Don't that cook the cabbages ?!?"

I stared at the dark. 

"Where'll they put you?"

"Now you're talking. Jump!" Jausten leaped into the hut. "How come you're shivering?"

"Naw, just trembling."

"How come you're holding onto your elbows?"

"Heck, no." I dropped my elbows.

"Now head on in. The water's fine."

I hesitated. "Looks deep to me."

"You a sissy?"

"I don't mind sissy. It's other stuff I mind."

"Like what?"

"Like not being out in the sun."

"You sound like my brother!"

"He's okay."

"You hear him talk?"

"Once in awhile."

"He can't stop! Start him up, get outta the way! Forever, he says." Jausten snuffed and chortled. "He uses big words like destination and eternity!"

"They're swell, if you can get your tongue around 'em."

"So what! Eternity! Gosh, what a bore!"

"I'd give it a try."

"And be asleep on your feet by breakfast?"

"I'd wake up for lunch."

"Naw. Day after day, year after year! What a drag! Over and over!"

"I bet I could coast through."

"Naw, you'd just give up the ghost."

That clicked the hammer on my gun. "Speaking of ghosts," I said, "what's so special about...." I waited. "Death?"

"You finally said 'it." Jausten's face melted into a terrible pity. "Death? Want me to tell?"

"Try," I said.

"Not try," he said, "just be. The great thing about death is it's always around. Never leaves. Pays attention for a billion billion years. Now that's eternity! Right?"

"Talk about boring. That's it!" I replied.

"It's all in the way you see it. You're out there in the sun. I'm here in the shade. Where's the weather report?"

"Ain't none. But how come you're holding onto your elbows now?"

"Who says!" He let go of his elbows.

"Not me." I turned away. "I gotta go. Lots of things to do. Mostly boring, maybe."

I looked back. "You gonna stay up here?"

"A little while," he said, from the night within the marble hut.

I looked at his face. There were bright tears in his eyes.

"Want me to walk you home?" I asked.

"I'm already there," he said.

"Sure," I said, and started off.

"Aren't you going to say goodbye?" Jausten called.

"Oh, yeah," I said. "Goodbye." And walked away in the bright sunshine.

Soon after, my dad drove us all to L.A. to work for a year, and then we came back to Arizona when I was thirteen.

I was home about ten days when I saw someone running around the block on the other side of the street.

"Jausten!" I cried.

The boy froze in place.

"My gosh!" I shouted. "You're still alive."

That did it. The boy flashed across the street like a lightning bolt. He jolted to a halt, his cheeks red, panting, his hands clenched into fists.

"Austen!" he yelled.

"Oh, yeah, sure," I blurted. "You look so much alike!"

"Austen!" he cried again, angrily.

"Don't get mad," I said. "How is he?"

"Who?"

"Jausten, of course!"

"Dead!"

"Ohmigosh, when?"

"A long time back!"

"Long time?"

"Last spring, I think. Yeah, last spring." Austen weaved lightly in his tennis shoes. "What else you wanna know?

"How?"

"He died like he said, just like he wanted."

"You miss him?"

"Why? We never saw eye to eye."

Austen glanced up toward Green Meadows a mile away. "You going to visit?" he wondered.

"I might."

Austen studied the horizon. "Tell him he's a damn fool."

"I couldn't do that."

Austen regarded me with his cool clearwater eyes. "No, I guess you couldn't."

He shrugged and measured the sidewalk ahead. "Well, gotta go."

"Where?"

"Tell you when I get there."

"Is that [all?] Nothing more to say about Jausten?

"He's dead."

"Yeah, I guess that says it all."

"Sure does. So long."

"So long."

He ran in place, bouncing in his tennies, and then took off lickity-split, bounding, leaping, cavorting over the lawns.

"So long, Jausten," I called, and stopped.

I felt a sudden wetness in my eyes.

"Yeah, that's what I mean ..."

"Jausten," I said, after a long while. "So long."

 

____________

 

[version 1.1 - Minor corrections and conversion to html by Desiree]



Annotation




 
Banshee
It was one of those nights, crossing Ireland, motoring through the sleeping towns from Dublin, where you came upon mist and encountered fog that blew away in rain to become a blowing silence. All the country was still and cold and waiting. It was a night for strange encounters at empty crossroads with great filaments of ghost spiderweb and no spider in a hundred miles. Gates creaked far across meadows, where windows rattled with brittle moonlight.
It was, as they said, banshee weather. I sensed, I knew this as my taxi hummed through a final gate and I arrived at Courtown House, so far from Dublin that if that city died in the night, no one would know.
I paid my driver and watched the taxi turn to go back to the living city, leaving me alone with twenty pages of final screenplay in my pocket, and my film director employer waiting inside. I stood in the midnight silence, breathing in Ireland and breathing out the damp coal mines in my soul.
Then, I knocked.
The door flew wide almost instantly. John Hampton was there, shoving a glass of sherry into my hand and hauling me in.
‘Good God, kid, you got me curious. Get that coat off. Give me the script. Finished it, eh? Soyousay. You got me curious. Glad you called from Dublin. The house is empty. Clara’s in Paris with the kids. We’ll have a good read, knock the hell out of your scenes, drink a bottle, be in bed by two and – what’s that?’
The door still stood open. John took a step, tilted his head, closed his eyes, listened.
The wind rustled beyond in the meadows. It made a sound in the clouds like someone turning back the covers of a vast bed.
I listened.
There was the softest moan and sob from somewhere off in the dark fields.
Eyes still shut, John whispered, ‘You know what that is, kid?’
‘What?’
‘Tell you later. Jump.’
With the door slammed, he turned about and, the grand lord of the empty manor, strode ahead of me in his hacking coat, drill slacks, polished half-boots, his hair, as always, windblown from swimming upstream or down with strange women in unfamiliar beds.
Planting himself on the library hearth, he gave me one of those beacon flashes of laugh, the teeth that beckoned like a lighthouse beam swift and gone, as he traded me a second sherry for the screenplay, which he had to seize from my hand.
‘Let’s see what my genius, my left ventricle, my right arm, has birthed. Sit. Drink. Watch.’
He stood astride the hearthstones, warming his backside, leafing my manuscript pages, conscious of me drinking my sherry much too fast, shutting my eyes each time he let a pagedrop and flutter to the carpet. When he finished he let the last pagesail, lit a small cigarillo and puffed it, staring at the ceiling, making me wait.
‘You son of a bitch,’ he said at last, exhaling. ‘It’s good. Damn you to hell, kid. It’s good!’
My entire skeleton collapsed within me. I had not expected such a midriff blow of praise.
‘It needs a little cutting, of course!’
My skeleton reassembled itself.
‘Of course,’ I said.
He bent to gather the pages like a great loping chimpanzee and turned. I felt he wanted to hurl them into the fire. He watched the flames and gripped the pages.
‘Someday, kid,’ he said quietly, ‘you must teach me to write.’
He was relaxing now, accepting the inevitable, full of true admiration.
‘Someday,’ I said, laughing, ‘you must teach me to direct.’
‘The Beastwill beourfilm, son. Quite a team.’
He arose and came to clink glasses with me.
‘Quite a team we are!’ He changed gears. ‘How are the wife and kids?’
‘They’re waiting for me in Sicily where it’s warm.’
‘We’ll get you to them, and sun, straight off! I—’
He froze dramatically, cocked his head, and listened.
‘Hey, what goes on—’ he whispered.
I turned and waited.
This time, outside the great old house, there was the merest thread of sound, like someone running a fingernail over the paint, or someone sliding down out of the dry reach of a tree. Then there was the softest exhalation of a moan, followed by something like a sob.
John leaned in a starkly dramatic pose, like a statue in a stage pantomime, his mouth wide, as if to allow sounds entry to the inner ear. His eyes now unlocked to become as huge as hen’s eggs with pretended alarm.
‘Shall I tell you what that sound is, kid? A banshee!’
‘A what?’ I cried.
‘Banshee!’ he intoned. ‘The ghosts of old women who haunt the roads an hour before someone dies.That’swhat that sound was!’ He stepped to the window, raised the shade, and peered out. ‘Sh! Maybe it means –us!’
‘Cut it out, John!’ I laughed, quietly.
‘No, kid, no.’ He fixed his gaze far into the darkness, savoring his melodrama. ‘I lived here ten years. Death’s out there. The banshee alwaysknows! Where were we?’
He broke the spell as simply as that, strode back to the hearth and blinked at my script as if it were a brand new puzzle.
‘You ever figure, Doug, how muchThe Beastis like me? The hero plowing the seas, plowing women left and right, off round the world and no stops? Maybe that’s why I’m doing it. You ever wonder how many women I’ve had? Hundreds! I—’
He stopped, for my lines on the pagehad shut him again. His face took fire as my words sank in.
‘Brilliant!’
I waited, uncertainly.
‘No, not that!’ He threw my script aside to seize a copy of the LondonTimesoff the mantel. ‘This!A brilliant review of your new book of stories!’
‘What?’ I jumped.
‘Easy, kid. I’llreadthis grand review to you! You’ll love it. Terrific!’
My heart took water and sank. I could see another joke coming on or, worse, the truth disguised as a joke.
‘Listen!’
John lifted theTimesand read, like Ahab, from the holy text.
‘“Douglas Rogers’s stories may well be the huge success of American literature—”’ John stopped and gave me an innocent blink. ‘How you like it so far, kid?’
‘Continue, John,’ I mourned. I slugged my sherry back. It was a toss of doom that slid down to meet a collapse of will.
‘“—but here in London,”’ John intoned, “‘we ask more from our tellers of tales. Attempting to emulate the ideas of Kipling, the style of Maugham, the wit of Waugh, Rogers drowns somewhere in mid-Atlantic. This is ramshackle stuff, mostly bad shades of superior scribes. Douglas Rogers, go home!”’
I leaped up and ran, but John with a lazy flip of his underhand, tossed theTimesinto the fire where it flapped like a dying bird and swiftly died in flame and roaring sparks.
Imbalanced, staring down, I was wild to grab that damned paper out, but finally glad the thing was lost.
John studied my face, happily. My face boiled, my teeth ground shut. My hand, stuck to the mantel, was a cold rock fist.
Tears burst from my eyes, since words could not burst from my aching mouth.
‘What’s wrong, kid?’ John peered at me with true curiosity, like a monkey edging up to another sick beast in its cage. ‘You feeling poorly?’
‘John, for Christ’s sake!’ I burst out. ‘Did you have to dothat!’
I kicked at the fire, making the logs tumble and a great firefly wheel of sparks gush up the flue.
‘Why, Doug, I didn’t think—’
‘Like hell you didn’t!’ I blazed, turning to glare at him with tear-splintered eyes. ‘What’swrongwith you?’
‘Hell, nothing, Doug. It was a fine review, great! I just added a few lines, to get your goat!’
‘I’ll never know now!’ I cried. ‘Look!’
I gave the ashes a final, scattering kick.
‘You can buy a copy in Dublin tomorrow, Doug. You’ll see. They love you. God, I just didn’t want you to get a big head, right. The joke’s over. Isn’t it enough, dear son, that you have just written the finest scenes you ever wrote in your life for your truly great screenplay?’ John put his arm around my shoulder.
That was John: kick you in the tripes, then pour on the wild sweet honey by the larder ton.
‘Know what your problem is, Doug?’ He shoved yet another sherry in my trembling fingers. ‘Eh?’
‘What?’ I gasped, like a sniveling kid, revived and wanting to laugh again. ‘What?’
‘The thing is, Doug—’ John made his face radiant. His eyes fastened to mine like Svengali’s. ‘You don’t love me half as much as I love you!’
‘Come on, John—’
‘No, kid, Imeanit. God, son, I’d kill for you. You’re the greatest living writer in the world, and I love you, heart and soul. Because of that, I thought you could take a little leg-pull. I see that I was wrong—’
‘No, John,’ I protested, hating myself, for now he was makingmeapologize. ‘It’s all right.’
‘I’m sorry, kid, truly sorry—’
‘Shut up!’ I gasped a laugh. ‘I still love you. I—’
‘That’s a boy! Now—’ John spun about, brisked his palms together, and shuffled and reshuffled the script pages like a cardsharp. ‘Let’s spend an hour cutting this brilliant, superb scene of yours and—’
For the third time that night, the tone and color of his mood changed.
‘Hist!’ he cried. Eyes squinted, he swayed in the middle of the room, like a dead man underwater. ‘Doug, you hear?’
The wind trembled the house. A long fingernail scraped an attic pane. A mourning whisper of cloud washed the moon.
‘Banshees.’ John nodded, head bent, waiting. He glanced up, abruptly. ‘Doug? Run out andsee.’
‘Like hell I will.’
‘No, go on out,’ John urged. ‘This has been a night of misconceptions, kid. You doubtme, you doubtit. Get my overcoat, in the hall. Jump!’
He jerked the hall closet door wide and yanked out his great tweed overcoat which smelled of tobacco and fine whiskey. Clutching it in his two monkey hands, he beckoned it like a bullfighter’s cape. ‘Huh,toro! Hah!’
‘John,’ I sighed, wearily.
‘Or are you a coward, Doug, are you yellow? You—’
For this, the fourth, time, we both heard a moan, a cry, a fading murmur beyond the wintry front door.
‘It’s waiting, kid!’ said John, triumphantly. ‘Get out there. Run for theteam!’
I was in the coat, anointed by tobacco scent and booze as John buttoned me up with royal dignity, grabbed my ears, kissed my brow.
‘I’ll be in the stands, kid, cheering you on. I’d go with you, but banshees are shy. Bless you, son, and if you don’t come back – I loved you like a son!’
‘Jesus,’ I exhaled, and flung the door wide.
But suddenly John leaped between me and the cold blowing moonlight.
‘Don’t go out there, kid. I’ve changed my mind! If you got killed—’
‘John,’ I shook his hands away. ‘Youwantme out there. You’ve probably got Kelly, your stable girl, out there now, making noises for your big laugh—’
‘Doug!’ he cried in that mock-insult serious way he had, eyes wide, as he grasped my shoulders. ‘I swear to God!’
‘John,’ I said, half-angry, half-amused, ‘so long.’
I ran out the door to immediate regrets. He slammed and locked the portal. Was he laughing? Seconds later, I saw his silhouette at the library window, sherry glass in hand, peering out at this night theater of which he was both director and hilarious audience.
I spun with a quiet curse, hunched my shoulders in Caesar’s cloak, ignored two dozen stab wounds given me by the wind, and stomped down along the gravel drive.
I’ll give it a fast ten minutes, I thought, worry John, turn his joke inside out, stagger back in, shirt torn and bloody, with some fake tale of my own. Yes, by God,thatwas the trick—
I stopped.
For in a small grove of trees below, I thought I saw something like a large paper kite blossom and blow away among the hedges.
Clouds sailed over an almost full moon, and ran islands of dark to cover me.
Then there it was again, farther on, as if a whole cluster of flowers were suddenly torn free to snow away along the colorless path. At the same moment, there was the merest catch of a sob, the merest door-hinge of a moan.
I flinched, pulled back, then glanced up at the house.
There was John’s face, of course, grinning like a pumpkin in the window, sipping sherry, toast-warm and at ease.
‘Ohh,’ a voice wailed somewhere. ‘… God.…’
It was then that I saw the woman.
She stood leaning against a tree, dressed in a long, moon-colored dress over which she wore a hip-length heavy woollen shawl that had a life of its own, rippling and winging out and hovering with the weather.
She seemed not to see me or if she did, did not care; I could not frighten her, nothing in the world would ever frighten her again. Everything poured out of her steady and unflinching gaze toward the house, that window, the library, and the silhouette of the man in the window.
She had a face of snow, cut from that white cool marble that makes the finest Irish women; a long swan neck, a generous if quivering mouth, and eyes a soft and luminous green. So beautiful were those eyes, and her profile against the blown tree branches, that something in me turned, agonized, and died. I felt that killing wrench men feel when beauty passes and will not pass again. You want to cry out: Stay. I love you. But you do not speak. And the summer walks away in her flesh, never to return.
But now the beautiful woman, staring only at that window in the far house, spoke.
‘Is he in there?’ she said.
‘What?’ I heard myself say.
‘Is that him?’ she wondered. ‘The beast,’ she said, with quiet fury. ‘The monster. Himself.’
‘I don’t—’
‘The great animal,’ she went on, ‘that walks on two legs. He stays. All others go. He wipes his hands on flesh; girls are his napkins, women his midnight lunch. He keeps them stashed in cellar vintages and knows their years but not their names. Sweet Jesus, and is thathim?’
I looked where she looked, at the shadow in the window, far off across the croquet lawn.
And I thought of my director in Paris, in Rome, in New York, in Hollywood, and the millraces of women I had seen John tread, feet printing their skins, a dark Christ on a warm sea. A picnic of women danced on tables, eager for applause and John, on his way out, saying, ‘Dear, lend me a fiver. That beggar by the door kills my heart—’
I watched this young woman, her dark hair stirred by the night wind, and asked:
‘Whoshouldhe be?’
‘Him,’ she said. ‘Him that lives there and loved me and now does not.’ She shut her eyes to let the tears fall.
‘He doesn’t live there anymore,’ I said.
‘He does!’ She whirled, as if she might strike or spit. ‘Why do you lie?’
‘Listen.’ I looked at the new but somehow old snow in her face. ‘That was another time.’
‘No, there’s onlynow!’ She made as if to rush for the house. ‘And I love him still, so much I’d kill for it, and myself lost at the end!’
‘What’s his name?’ I stood in her way. ‘Hisname?’
‘Why, Will, of course. Willie. William.’
She moved. I raised my arms and shook my head.
‘There’s only a Johnny there now. A John.’
‘You lie! I feel him there. His name’s changed, but it’shim. Look! Feel!’
She put her hands up to touch on the wind toward the house, and I turned and sensed with her and it was another year, it was a time between. The wind said so, as did the night and the glow in that great window where the shadow stayed.
‘That’s him!’
‘A friend of mine,’ I said, gently.
‘No friend of anyone, ever!’
I tried to look through her eyes and thought: my God, has it always been this way, forever some man in that house, forty, eighty, a hundred years ago! Not the same man, no, but all dark twins, and this lost girl on the road, with snow in her arms for love, and frost in her heart for comfort, and nothing to do but whisper and croon and mourn and sob until the sound of her weeping stilled at sunrise but to start again with the rising of the moon.
‘That’s my friend in there,’ I said, again.
‘If that be true,’ she whispered fiercely, ‘then you are my enemy!’
I looked down the road where the wind blew dust through the graveyard gates.
‘Go back where you came from,’ I said.
She looked at the same road and the same dust, and her voice faded. ‘Is there to be no peace, then?’ she mourned. ‘Must I walk here, year on year, and no comeuppance?’
‘If the man in there,’ I said, ‘was really your Will, your William, what would you have me do?’
‘Send him out to me,’ she said, quietly.
‘What would you do with him?’
‘Lie down with him,’ she murmured, ‘and ne’er get up again. He would be kept like a stone in a cold river.’
‘Ah,’ I said, and nodded.
‘Will you ask him, then, to be sent?’
‘No. For he’s not yours. Much like. Near similar. And breakfasts on girls and wipes his mouth on their silks, one century called this, another that.’
‘And no love in him, ever?’
‘He says the word like fishermen toss their nets in the sea,’ I said.
‘Ah, Christ, and I’m caught!’ And here she gave such a cry that the shadow came to the window in the great house across the lawn. ‘I’ll stay here the rest of the night,’ she said. ‘Surely he will feel me here, his heart will melt, no matter what his name or how deviled his soul. What year is this? How long have I been waiting?’
‘I won’t tell you,’ I said. ‘The news would crack your heart.’
She turned and truly looked at me. ‘Are you one of the good ones, then, the gentle men who never lie and never hurt and never have to hide? Sweet God, I wish I’d known you first!’
The wind rose, the sound of it rose in her throat. A clock struck somewhere far across the country in the sleeping town.
‘I must go in,’ I said. I took a breath. ‘Is there no way for me to give you rest?’
‘No,’ she said, ‘for it was not you that cut the nerve.’
‘I see,’ I said.
‘You don’t. But you try. Much thanks for that. Get in. You’ll catch your death.’
‘And you—?’
‘Ha!’ she cried. ‘I’ve long since caught mine. It will not catch again. Get!’
I gladly went. For I was full of the cold night and the white moon, old time, and her. The wind blew me up the grassy knoll. At the door, I turned. She was still there on the milky road, her shawl straight out on the weather, one hand upraised.
‘Hurry,’ I thought I heard her whisper, ‘tell him he’s needed!’
I rammed the door, slammed into the house, fell across the hall, my heart a bombardment, my image in the great hall mirror a shock of colorless lightning.
John was in the library drinking yet another sherry, and poured me some. ‘Someday,’ he said, ‘you’ll learn to take anything I say with more than a grain of salt. Jesus, look at you! Ice cold. Drink that down. Here’s another to go after it!’
I drank, he poured, I drank. ‘Was it all a joke, then?’
‘Whatelse?’ John laughed, then stopped.
The croon was outside the house again, the merest fingernail of mourn, as the moon scraped down the roof.
‘There’s your banshee,’ I said, looking at my drink, unable to move.
‘Sure, kid, sure, unh-huh,’ said John. ‘Drink your drink, Doug, and I’ll read you that great review of your book from the LondonTimesagain.’
‘You burned it, John.’
‘Sure, kid, but I recall it all as if it were this morn. Drink up.’
‘John,’ I said, staring into the fire, looking at the hearth where the ashes of the burned paper blew in a great breath. ‘Does … did … that review really exist?’
‘My God, of course, sure, yes. Actually.…’ Here he paused and gave it great imaginative concern. ‘TheTimesknew my love for you, Doug, and asked me to review your book.’ John reached his long arm over to refill my glass. ‘I did it. Under an assumed name, of course, now ain’t that swell of me? But I had to be fair, Doug, had to be fair. So I wrote what I truly felt were the good things, the not-so-good things in your book. Criticized it just the way I would when you hand in a lousy screenplay scene and I make you do it over. Now ain’t that A-one double absolutely square of me? Eh?’
He leaned at me. He put his hand on my chin and lifted it and gazed long and sweetly into my eyes.
‘You’re not upset?’
‘No,’ I said, but my voice broke.
‘By God, now, if you aren’t. Sorry. A joke, kid, only a joke.’ And here he gave me a friendly punch on the arm.
Slight as it was, it was a sledgehammer striking home.
‘I wish you hadn’t made it up, the joke, I wish the article was real,’ I said.
‘So do I, kid. You look bad. I—’
The wind moved around the house. The windows stirred and whispered.
Quite suddenly I said, for no reason that I knew:
‘The banshee. It’s out there.’
‘That was a joke, Doug. You got to watch out for me.’
‘No,’ I said, looking at the window. ‘It’s there.’
John laughed. ‘You saw it, did you?’
‘It’s a young and lovely woman with a shawl on a cold night. A young woman with long black hair and great green eyes and a complexion like snow and a proud Phoenician prow of a nose. Sound like anyone you ever in your life knew, John?’
‘Thousands.’ John laughed more quietly now, looking to see the weight of my joke. ‘Hell—’
‘She’s waiting for you,’ I said. ‘Down at the bottom of the drive.’
John glanced, uncertainly, at the window.
‘That was the sound we heard,’ I said. ‘She described you or someone like you. Called you Willy, Will, William. But Iknewit was you.’
John mused. ‘Young, you say, and beautiful, and out there right this moment …?’
‘The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.’
‘Not carrying a knife—?’
‘Unarmed.’
John exhaled. ‘Well, then, I think I should just go out there and have a chat with her, eh, don’t you think?’
‘She’s waiting.’
He moved toward the front door.
‘Put on your coat, it’s a cold night,’ I said.
He was putting on his coat when we heard the sound from outside, very clear this time. The wail and then the sob and then the wail.
‘God,’ said John, his hand on the doorknob, not wanting to show the white feather in front of me. ‘She’sreallythere.’
He forced himself to turn the knob and open the door. The wind sighed in, bringing another faint wail with it.
John stood in the cold weather, peering down that long walk into the dark.
‘Wait!’ I cried, at the last moment.
John waited.
‘There’s one thing I haven’t told you,’ I said. ‘She’s out there, all right. And she’s walking. But … she’s dead.’
‘I’m not afraid,’ said John.
‘No,’ I said, ‘but I am. You’ll never come back. Much as I hate you right now, I can’t let you go. Shut the door, John.’
The sob again, and then the wail.
‘Shut the door.’
I reached over to knock his hand off the brass doorknob, but he held tight, cocked his head, looked at me and sighed.
‘You’re really good, kid. Almost as good as me. I’m putting you in my next film. You’ll be a star.’
Then he turned, stepped out into the cold night, and shut the door, quietly.
I waited until I heard his steps on the gravel path, then locked the door, and hurried through the house, putting out the lights. As I passed through the library, the wind mourned down the chimney and scattered the dark ashes of the LondonTimesacross the hearth.
I stood blinking at the ashes for a long moment, then shook myself, ran upstairs two at a time, banged open my tower room door, slammed it, undressed, and was in bed with the covers over my head when a town clock, far away, sounded one in the deep morning.
And my room was so high, so lost in the house and the sky, that no matter who or what tapped or knocked or banged at the door below, whispering and then begging and then screaming—
Who could possibly hear?
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The Beautiful Shave
He came into town riding fast and firing his guns at the blue sky. He shot a chicken in the dust and kicked it around, using his horse as a mauler, and then, reloading and yelling, his three-week beard red and irritable in the sunlight, he rode on to the Saloon where he tethered his horse and carried his guns, still hot, into the bar where he glared at his own sunburned image in the mirror and yelled for a glass and a bottle.
The bartender slid them over the edge of the bar and went away.
The men along the bar moved down to the free lunch at the far end, and conversation withered.
‘What in hell’s wrong with everyone?!’ cried Mr James Malone. ‘Talk, laugh, everyone. Go on, now, or I’ll shoot your damn eyebrows off!’
Everyone began to talk and laugh.
‘That’s better,’ said James Malone, drinking his drinks one upon another.
He rammed the wing doors of the Saloon wide and in the resulting wind stomped out like an elephant into the afternoon street where other men were riding up from the mines or the mountains and tying their horses to the worn hitching poles.
The barber shop was directly across the street.
Before crossing to it, he rechecked his bright blue pistols and snuffed at them with his red nose, saying Ah! at the scent of gunpowder. Then he saw a tin can in the talcumy dust and shot it three times ahead of him as he strode laughing, and the horses all along the street jumped nervously and flickered their ears. Reloading again, he kicked the barber shop door wide and confronted a full house. The four barber chairs were full of lathered customers, waiting with magazines in their hands, and the mirrors behind them repeated the comfort and the creamy lather and the pantomime of efficient barbers.
Along the wall on a bench sat six other men waiting to be cleansed of the mountain and the desert.
‘Have a seat,’ said one of the barbers, glancing up.
‘I sure will,’ said Mr James Malone, and pointed his pistol at the first chair. ‘Get out of there, mister, or I’ll sew you right back into the upholstery.’
The man’s eyes were startled, then angry, then apprehensive in turn above his creamy mask, but after a long hesitation, he levered himself up with difficulty, swiped the white stuff off his chin with the apron, flung the apron to the floor, and walked over to shove in and sit with the other waiting men.
James Malone snorted at this, laughed, jounced into the black leather chair, and cocked his two pistols.
‘Ineverhave to wait,’ he said to no one and everyone at once. His gaze wandered over their heads and touched on the ceiling. ‘If you live right, you don’t have to wait for anything. You ought to know that by now!’
The men looked at the floor. The barber cleared his throat and put an apron over Jamie Malone. The pistols stuck up, making white tents underneath. There was a sharp click as he knocked the pistols together, just to let everyone know they were there, and pointed.
‘Give me the works,’ he said to the barber, not looking at him. ‘A shave first, I feel itchy and mean, then a haircut. You men there, starting on the right, tell jokes. Make ’em good jokes. I want entertainment while I’m being shorn. Ain’t been entertained in months. You, there, mister, you start.’
The man who had been evicted from his comfortable chair unfroze himself slowly and rolled his eyes at the other men and talked as if someone had hit him in the mouth.
‘I knew a gent once who …’ he said, and word by word, white-faced, he launched himself into a tale. ‘That gent, he …’
To the barber, James Malone now said, ‘Listen, you, I want a shave, I want a beautiful shave. But I got a fine-skinned face and it’s a pretty face with the beard off, and I been in the mountains for a long time and I had no luck with gold-panning, so I’m feeling mean. I just want to warn you of one little thing. If you so much as nick my face once with your straight razor, I’ll kill you. You hear that? I mean I’ll kill you. If you so much as bring one little speck of blood to the surface, I’ll plug you clean through the heart. You hear?’
The barber nodded quietly. The barber shop was silent. Nobody was telling jokes or laughing.
‘Not one drop of blood, not one little cut, mind you,’ repeated Mr James Malone, ‘or you’ll be dead on the floor a second later.’
‘I’m a married man,’ said the barber.
‘I don’t give a damn if you’re a Mormon with six wives and fifty-seven children. You’re dead if you scratch me once.’
‘I happen to have two children,’ said the barber. ‘A fine little girl and a boy.’
‘Don’t hand me any of that,’ said Malone, settling back, closing his eyes. ‘Start.’
The barber began to get the hot towels ready. He put them on James Malone’s face, and under them the man cursed and yelled and waved his pistols under the white apron. When the hot towels came off and the hot lather was put on his beard, James Malone still chewed on his profanity and threats, and the men waiting sat white-faced and stiff with the pistols pointing at them. The other barbers had almost stopped moving and stood like statues by their customers in the chairs, and the barber shop was cold for a summer day.
‘What’s wrong with the stories?’ snapped James Malone. ‘All right, then sing. You four there, sing something like “My Darling Clementine.” Start it up. You heard me.’
The barber was stropping his razor slowly with a trembling hand. ‘Mr Malone,’ he said.
‘Shut up and get to work.’ Malone tilted his head back, grimacing.
The barber stropped his razor some more and looked at the men seated all around the shop. He cleared his throat and said, ‘Did all of you gentlemen hear what Mr Malone said to me?’
Everyone nodded mutely.
‘You heard him threaten to kill me,’ said the barber, ‘if I so much as drew a drop of blood to his skin?’
The men nodded again.
‘And you’d swear to it in a court of law, if necessary?’ asked the barber.
The men nodded for the last time.
‘Cut the malarkey,’ said Mr James Malone. ‘Get to work.’
‘That’s all I wanted to be sure of,’ said the barber, letting the leather strop fall and clatter against the chair. He raised the razor in the light and it gleamed and glittered with cold metal there.
He tilted Mr James Malone’s head back and put the razor against the hairy throat.
‘We’ll start here,’ he said. ‘We’ll starthere.’
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The Beggar on O’Connell Bridge
‘A fool,’ I said. ‘That’s what I am.’
‘Why?’ asked my wife. ‘What for?’
I brooded by our third-floor hotel window. On the Dublin street below, a man passed, his face to the lamplight.
‘Him,’ I muttered. ‘Two days ago …’
Two days ago, as I was walking along, someone had hissed at me from the hotel alley. ‘Sir, it’s important! Sir!’
I turned into the shadow. This little man, in the direst tones, said, ‘I’ve a job in Belfast if I just had a pound for the train fare!’
I hesitated.
‘A most important job!’ he went on swiftly. ‘Pays well! I’ll – I’ll mail you back the loan! Just give me your name and hotel.’
He knew me for a tourist. It was too late, his promise to pay had moved me. The pound note crackled in my hand, being worked free from several others.
The man’s eye skimmed like a shadowing hawk.
‘And if I hadtwopounds, why, I could eat on the way.’
I uncrumpled two bills.
‘And three pounds would bring the wife, not leave her here alone.’
I unleafed a third.
‘Ah, hell!’ cried the man. ‘Five, just five poor pounds, would find us a hotel in that brutal city, and let me get to the job, for sure!’
What a dancing fighter he was, light on his toes, in and out, weaving, tapping with his hands, flicking with his eyes, smiling with his mouth, jabbing with his tongue.
‘Lord thank you, bless you, sir!’
He ran, my five pounds with him.
I was half in the hotel before I realized that, for all his vows, he had not recorded my name.
‘Gah!’ I cried then.
‘Gah!’ I cried now, my wife behind me, at the window.
For there, passing below, was the very fellow who should have been in Belfast two nights ago.
‘Oh, I knowhim,’ said my wife. ‘He stopped me this noon. Wanted train fare to Galway.’
‘Did you give it to him?’
‘No,’ said my wife simply.
Then the worst thing happened. The demon far down on the sidewalk glanced up, saw us and damn if he didn’twave!
I had to stop myself from waving back. A sickly grin played on my lips.
‘It’s got so I hate to leave the hotel,’ I said.
‘It’s cold out, all right.’ My wife was putting on her coat.
‘No,’ I said. ‘Not the cold.Them.’
And we looked again from the window.
There was the cobbled Dublin street with the night wind blowing in a fine soot along one way to Trinity College, another to St. Stephen’s Green. Across by the sweetshop two men stood mummified in the shadows. On the corner a single man, hands deep in his pockets, felt for his entombed bones, a muzzle of ice for a beard. Farther up, in a doorway, was a bundle of old newspapers that would stir like a pack of mice and wish you the time of evening if you walked by. Below, by the hotel entrance, stood a feverish hothouse rose of a woman with a mysterious bundle.
‘Oh, the beggars,’ said my wife.
‘No, not just “oh, the beggars,”’ I said, ‘but oh, the people in the streets, who somehow became beggars.’
‘It looks like a motion picture. All of them waiting down there in the dark for the hero to come out.’
‘The hero,’ I said. ‘That’s me, damn it.’
My wife peered at me. ‘You’re not afraid of them?’
‘Yes, no. Hell. It’s that woman with the bundle who’s worst. She’s a force of nature, she is. Assaults you with her poverty. As for the others – well, it’s a big chess game for me now. We’ve been in Dublin what, eight weeks? Eight weeks I’ve sat up here with my typewriter, studying their off hours and on. When they take a coffee break I take one, run for the sweetshop, the bookstore, the Olympia Theatre. If I time it right, there’s no handout, no my wanting to trot them into the barbershop or the kitchen. I know every secret exit in the hotel.’
‘Lord,’ said my wife, ‘you sound driven.’
‘I am. But most of all by that beggar on O’Connell Bridge!’
‘Which one?’
‘Which one indeed. He’s a wonder, a terror. I hate him, I love him. To see is to disbelieve him. Come on.’
The elevator, which had haunted its untidy shaft for a hundred years, came wafting skyward, dragging its ungodly chains and dread intestines after. The door exhaled open. The lift groaned as if we had trod its stomach. In a great protestation of ennui, the ghost sank back toward earth, us in it.
On the way my wife said, ‘If you held your face right, the beggars wouldn’t bother you.’
‘My face,’ I explained patiently, ‘is my face. It’s from Apple Dumpling, Wisconsin, Sarsaparilla, Maine. “Kind to Dogs” is writ on my brow for all to read. Let the street be empty, then let me step out and there’s a strikers’ march of freeloaders leaping out of manholes for miles around.’
‘If,’ my wife went on, ‘you could just learn to look over, around or through those people, stare themdown.’ She mused. ‘Shall I show you how to handle them?’
‘All right, show me! We’re here!’
I flung the elevator door wide and we advanced through the Royal Hibernian Hotel lobby to squint out at the sooty night.
‘Jesus come and get me,’ I murmured. ‘There they are, their heads up, their eyes on fire. They smell apple pie already.’
‘Meet me down by the bookstore in two minutes,’ said my wife.
‘Watch.’
‘Wait!’ I cried.
But she was out the door, down the steps and on the sidewalk.
I watched, nose pressed to the glass pane.
The beggars on one corner, the other, across from, in front of, the hotel,leanedtoward my wife. Their eyes glowed.
My wife looked calmly at them all for a long moment.
The beggars hesitated, creaking, I was sure, in their shoes. Then their bones settled. Their mouths collapsed. Their eyes snuffed out. Their heads sank down.
The wind blew.
With a tat-tat like a small drum, my wife’s shoes went briskly away, fading.
From below, in the Buttery, I heard music and laughter. I’ll run down, I thought, and slug in a quick one. Then, bravery resurgent …
Hell, I thought, and swung the door wide.
The effect was much as if someone had struck a great Mongolian bronze gong once.
I thought I heard a tremendous insuck of breath.
Then I heard shoe leather flinting the cobbles in sparks. The men came running, fireflies sprinkling the bricks under their hobnailed shoes. I saw hands waving. Mouths opened on smiles like old pianos.
Far down the street, at the bookshop, my wife waited, her back turned. But that third eye in the back of her head must have caught the scene: Columbus greeted by Indians, Saint Francis amidst his squirrel friends with a bag of nuts. For a terrific moment I felt like a pope on St. Peter’s balcony with a tumult, or at the very least the Timultys, below.
I was not half down the steps when the woman charged up, thrusting the unwrapped bundle at me.
‘Ah, see the poor child!’ she wailed.
I stared at the baby.
The baby stared back.
God in heaven, did or did not the shrewd thingwinkat me?
I’ve gone mad, I thought; the babe’s eyes are shut. She’s filled it with beer to keep it warm and on display.
My hands, my coins, blurred among them.
‘Praise be!’
‘Thechildthanks you, sir!’
‘Ah, sure. There’s only a few of us left!’
I broke through them and beyond, still running. Defeated, I could have scuffed slowly the rest of the way, my resolve so much putty in my mouth, but no, on I rushed, thinking, The babyisreal,isn’tit? Not a prop? No. I had heard it cry, often. Blast her, I thought, she pinches it when she sees Okeemogo, Iowa, coming. Cynic, I cried silently, and answered, No – coward.
My wife, without turning, saw my reflection in the bookshop window and nodded.
I stood getting my breath, brooding at my own image: the summer eyes, the ebullient and defenseless mouth.
‘All right, say it.’ I sighed. ‘It’s the way I hold my face.’
‘I love the way you hold your face.’ She took my arm. ‘I wish I could do it, too.’
I looked back as one of the beggars strolled off in the blowing dark with my shillings.
‘“There’s only a few of us left,”’ I said aloud. ‘What did he mean, saying that?’
‘“There’s only a few of us left.”’ My wife stared into the shadows. ‘Is that what he said?’
‘It’s something to think about. A few of what? Left where?’
The street was empty now. It was starting to rain.
‘Well,’ I said at last, ‘let me show you the even bigger mystery, the man who provokes me to strange wild rages, then calms me to delight. Solve him and you solve all the beggars that ever were.’
‘On O’Connell Bridge?’ asked my wife.
‘On O’Connell Bridge,’ I said.
And we walked on down in the gently misting rain.
Halfway to the bridge, as we were examining some fine Irish crystal in a window, a woman with a shawl over her head plucked at my elbow.
‘Destroyed!’ The woman sobbed. ‘My poor sister. Cancer, the doctor said, her dead in a month! And me with mouths to feed! Ah, God, if you had just a penny!’
I felt my wife’s arm tighten to mine.
I looked at the woman, split as always, one half saying, ‘A penny is all she asks!’, the other half doubting: ‘Clever woman, she knows that by her underasking you’ll overpay!’, and hating myself for the battle of halves.
I gasped. ‘You’re …’
‘I’m what, sir?’
Why, I thought, you’re the woman who was just back by the hotel with the bundled baby!
‘I’m sick!’ She hid in shadow. ‘Sick with crying for the half dead!’
You’ve stashed the baby somewhere, I thought, and put on a green instead of a gray shawl and run the long way around to cut us off here.
‘Cancer …’ One bell in her tower, and she knew how to toll it. ‘Cancer …’
My wife cut across it. ‘Beg pardon, but aren’t you the same woman we just met at our hotel?’
The woman and I were both shocked at this rank insubordination. It wasn’t done!
The woman’s face crumpled. I peered close. And yes, by God, it was a different face. I could not but admire her. She knew, sensed, had learned what actors know, sense, learn: that by thrusting, yelling, all fiery-lipped arrogance one moment, you are one character; and by sinking, giving way, crumpling the mouth and eyes, in pitiful collapse, you are another. The same woman, yes, but the same face and role? Quite obviously no.
She gave me a last blow beneath the belt. ‘Cancer.’
I flinched.
It was a brief tussle then, a kind of disengagement from one woman and an engagement with the other. The wife lost my arm and the woman found my cash. As if she were on roller skates, she whisked around the corner, sobbing happily.
‘Lord!’ In awe, I watched her go. ‘She’s studied Stanislavsky. In one book he says that squinting one eye and twitching one lip to the side will disguise you. I wonder if she has nerve enough to be at the hotel when we go back?’
‘I wonder,’ said my wife, ‘when my husband will stop admiring and start criticizing such Abbey Theatre acting as that.’
‘But what if it were true? Everything she said? And she’s lived with it so long she can’t cry anymore, and so has to play-act in order to survive? What if?’
‘It can’t be true,’ said my wife slowly. ‘I just won’t believe it.’
But that single bell was still tolling somewhere in the chimney-smoking dark.
‘Now,’ said my wife, ‘here’s where we turn for O’Connell Bridge, isn’t it?’
‘It is.’
That corner was probably empty in the falling rain for a long time after we were gone.
There stood the graystone bridge bearing the great O’Connell’s name, and there the River Liffey rolling cold gray waters under, and even from a block off I heard faint singing. My mind spun in a great leap back to December.
‘Christmas,’ I murmured, ‘is the best time of all in Dublin.’
For beggars, I meant, but left it unsaid.
For in the week before Christmas the Dublin streets teem with raven flocks of children herded by schoolmasters or nuns. They cluster in doorways, peer from theater lobbies, jostle in alleys, ‘God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen’ on their lips, ‘It Came Upon a Midnight Clear’ in their eyes, tambourines in hand, snowflakes shaping a collar of grace about their tender necks. It is singing everywhere and anywhere in Dublin on such nights, and there was no night my wife and I did not walk down along Grafton Street to hear ‘Away in a Manger’ being sung to the queue outside the cinema or ‘Deck the Halls’ in front of the Four Provinces pub. In all, we counted in Christ’s season one night half a hundred bands of convent girls or public-school boys lacing the cold air and weaving great treadles of song up, down, over and across from end to end of Dublin. Like walking in snowfall, you could not walk among them and not be touched. The sweet beggars, I called them, who gave in turn for what you gave as you went your way.
Given such example, even the most dilapidated beggars of Dublin washed their hands, mended their torn smiles, borrowed banjos or bought a fiddle and killed a cat. They even gathered for four-part harmonies. How could they stay silent when half the world was singing and the other half, idled on the tuneful river, was paying dearly, gladly, for just another chorus?
So Christmas was best for all; the beggarsworked– off key, it’s true, but there they were, one time in the year,busy.
But Christmas was over, the licorice-suited children back in their aviaries, and the beggars of the town, shut and glad for the silence, returned to their workless ways. All save the beggars on O’Connell Bridge, who, all through the year, most of them, tried to give as good as they got.
‘They have their self-respect,’ I said, walking my wife. ‘I’m glad this first man here strums a guitar, the next one a fiddle. And there, now, by God, in the very center of the bridge!’
‘The man we’re looking for?’
‘That’s him. Squeezing the concertina. It’s all right to look. Or Ithinkit is.’
‘What do you mean, you think it is? He’s blind, isn’t he?’
These raw words shocked me, as if my wife had said something indecent.
The rain fell gently, softly upon graystoned Dublin, graystoned riverbank, gray lava-flowing river.
‘That’s the trouble,’ I said at last. ‘I don’t know.’
And we both, in passing, looked at the man standing there in the very middle of O’Connell Bridge.
He was a man of no great height, a bandy statue swiped from some country garden perhaps, and his clothes, like the clothes of most in Ireland, too often laundered by the weather, and his hair too often grayed by the smoking air, and his cheeks sooted with beard, and a nest or two of witless hair in each cupped ear, and the blushing cheeks of a man who has stood too long in the cold and drunk too much in the pub so as to stand too long in the cold again. Dark glasses covered his eyes, and there was no telling what lay behind. I had begun to wonder, weeks back, if his sight prowled me along, damning my guilty speed, or if only his ears caught the passing of a harried conscience. There was that awful fear I might seize, in passing, the glasses from his nose. But I feared much more the abyss I might find, into which my senses, in one terrible roar, might tumble. Best not to know if civet’s orb or interstellar space gaped behind the smoked panes.
But, even more, there was a special reason why I could not let the man be.
In the rain and wind and snow, for two solid months, I had seen him standing here with no cap or hat on his head.
He was the only man in all of Dublin I saw in the downpours and drizzles who stood by the hour alone with the drench mizzling his ears, threading his ash-red hair, plastering it over his skull, rivuleting his eyebrows, and purling over the coal-black insect lenses of the glasses on his rain-pearled nose.
Down through the greaves of his cheeks, the lines about his mouth, and off his chin, like a storm on a gargoyle’s flint, the weather ran. His sharp chin shot the guzzle in a steady fauceting off in the air, down his tweed scarf and locomotive-colored coat.
‘Why doesn’t he wear a hat?’ I said suddenly.
‘Why,’ said my wife, ‘maybe he hasn’t got one.’
‘He must have one,’ I said.
‘Keep your voice down.’
‘He’sgotto have one,’ I said, quieter.
‘Maybe he can’t afford one.’
‘Nobody’sthatpoor, even in Dublin. Everyone has a cap at least!’
‘Well, maybe he has bills to pay, someone sick.’
‘But to stand out for weeks, months, in the rain, and not so much as flinch or turn his head, ignore the rain, it’s beyond understanding.’ I shook my head. ‘I can only think it’s a trick. That must be it. Like the others, this is his way of getting sympathy, of making you cold and miserable as himself as you go by, so you’ll give him more.’
‘I bet you’re sorry you said that already,’ said my wife.
‘I am. I am.’ For even under my cap the rain was running off my nose. ‘Sweet God in heaven, what’s the answer?’
‘Why don’t you ask him?’
‘No.’ I was even more afraid of that.
Then the last thing happened, the thing that went with his standing bareheaded in the cold rain.
For a moment, while we had been talking at some distance, he had been silent. Now, as if the weather had freshened him to life, he gave his concertina a great mash. From the folding, unfolding snake box he squeezed a series of asthmatic notes which were no preparation for what followed.
He opened his mouth. He sang.
The sweet clear baritone voice which rang over O’Connell Bridge, steady and sure, was beautifully shaped and controlled, not a quiver, not a flaw, anywhere in it. The man just opened his mouth, which meant that all kinds of secret doors in his body gave way. He did not sing so much as let his soul free.
‘Oh,’ said my wife, ‘how lovely.’
‘Lovely.’ I nodded.
We listened while he sang the full irony of Dublin’s Fair City where it rains twelve inches a month the winter through, followed by the white-wine clarity of Kathleen Mavourneen, Macushlah, and all the other tired lads, lasses, lakes, hills, past glories, present miseries, but all somehow revived and moving about young and freshly painted in the light spring, suddenly-not-winter rain. If he breathed at all, it must have been through his ears, so smooth the line, so steady the putting forth of word following round belled word.
‘Why,’ said my wife, ‘he could be on the stage.’
‘Maybe he was once.’
‘Oh, he’s too good to be standing here.’
‘I’ve thought that often.’
My wife fumbled with her purse. I looked from her to the singing man, the rain falling on his bare head, streaming through his shellacked hair, trembling on his ear lobes. My wife had her purse open.
And then, the strange perversity. Before my wife could move toward him, I took her elbow and led her down the other side of the bridge. She pulled back for a moment, giving me a look, then came along.
As we went away along the bank of the Liffey, he started a new song, one we had heard often in Ireland. Glancing back, I saw him, head proud, black glasses taking the pour, mouth open, and the fine voice clear:
‘I’ll be glad when you’re dead
 
in your grave, old man,
 
Be glad when you’re dead
 
in your grave, old man.
 
Be glad when you’re dead,
 
Flowers over your head,
 
And then I’ll marry the journeyman.…’
It is only later, looking back, that you see that while you were doing all the other things in your life, working on an article concerning one part of Ireland in your rain-battered hotel, taking your wife to dinner, wandering in the museums, you also had an eye beyond to the street and those who served themselves who only stood to wait.
The beggars of Dublin, who bothers to wonder on them, look, see, know, understand? Yet the outer shell of the eye sees and the inner shell of the mind records, and yourself, caught between, ignores the rare service these two halves of a bright sense are up to.
So I did and did not concern myself with beggars. So I did run from them or walk to meet them, by turn. So I heard but did not hear, considered but did not consider:
‘There’s only a few of us left!’
One day I was sure the stone gargoyle man taking his daily shower on O’Connell Bridge while he sang Irish opera wasnotblind. And the next his head to me was a cup of darkness.
One afternoon I found myself lingering before a tweed shop near O’Connell Bridge, staring in, staring in at a stack of good thick burly caps. I did not need another cap, I had a life’s supply collected in a suitcase, yet in I went to pay out money for a fine warm brown-colored cap which I turned round and round in my hands, in a strange trance.
‘Sir,’ said the clerk. ‘That cap is a seven. I would guess your head, sir, at a seven and one half.’
‘This will fit me. This will fit me.’ I stuffed the cap into my pocket.
‘Let me get you a sack, sir—’
‘No!’ Hot-cheeked, suddenly suspicious of what I was up to, I fled.
There was the bridge in the soft rain. All I need do now was walk over –
In the middle of the bridge, my singing man was not there.
In his place stood an old man and woman cranking a great piano-box hurdy-gurdy which racheted and coughed like a coffee grinder eating glass and stone, giving forth no melody but a grand and melancholy sort of iron indigestion.
I waited for the tune, if tune it was, to finish. I kneaded the new tweed cap in my sweaty fist while the hurdy-gurdy prickled, spanged and thumped.
‘Be damned to ya!’ the old man and old woman, furious with their job, seemed to say, their faces thunderous pale, their eyes red-hot in the rain. ‘Pay us! Listen! But we’ll give you no tune! Make up your own!’ their mute lips said.
And standing there on the spot where the beggar always sang without his cap, I thought, Why don’t they take one fiftieth of the money they make each month and have the thing tuned? If I were cranking the box, I’d want a tune, at least for myself! If you were cranking the box, I answered. But you’re not. And it’s obvious they hate the begging job, who’d blame them, and want no part of giving back a familiar song as recompense.
How different from my capless friend.
Myfriend?
I blinked with surprise, then stepped forward and nodded.
‘Beg pardon. The man with the concertina …’
The woman stopped cranking and glared at me.
‘Ah?’
‘The man with no cap in the rain.’
‘Ah, him!’ snapped the woman.
‘He’s not here today?’
‘Do youseehim?’ cried the woman.
She started cranking the infernal device.
I put a penny in the tin cup.
She peered at me as if I’d spit in the cup.
I put in another penny. She stopped.
‘Do you know where he is?’ I asked.
‘Sick. In bed. The damn cold! We heard him go off, coughing.’
‘Do you know where he lives?’
‘No!’
‘Do you know his name?’
‘Now, who would know that!’
I stood there, feeling directionless, thinking of the man somewhere off in the town, alone. I looked at the new cap foolishly.
The two old people were watching me uneasily.
I put a last shilling in the cup.
‘He’ll be all right,’ I said, not to them, but to someone, hopefully, myself.
The woman heaved the crank. The bucketing machine let loose a fall of glass and junk in its hideous interior.
‘The tune,’ I said, numbly. ‘What is it?’
‘You’re deaf!’ snapped the woman. ‘It’s the national anthem! Do you mind removing your cap?’
I showed her the new cap in my hand.
She glared up. ‘Your cap, man,yourcap!’
‘Oh!’ Flushing, I seized the old cap from my head.
Now I had a cap in each hand.
The woman cranked. The ‘music’ played. The rain hit my brow, my eyelids, my mouth.
On the far side of the bridge I stopped for the hard, the slow decision: which cap to try on my drenched skull?
During the next week I passed the bridge often, but there was always just the old couple there with their pandemonium device, or no one there at all.
On the last day of our visit, my wife started to pack the new tweed cap away with my others, in the suitcase.
‘Thanks, no.’ I took it from her. ‘Let’s keep it out, on the mantel, please. There.’
That night the hotel manager brought a farewell bottle to our room. The talk was long and good, the hour grew late, there was a fire like an orange lion on the hearth, big and lively, and brandy in the glasses, and silence for a moment in the room, perhaps because quite suddenly we found silence falling in great soft flakes past our high windows.
The manager, glass in hand, watched the continual lace, then looked down at the midnight stones and at last said, under his breath, ‘“There’s only a few of us left.”’
I glanced at my wife, and she at me.
The manager caught us.
‘Do you know him, then? Has he said it to you?’
‘Yes. But what does the phrase mean?’
The manager watched all those figures down there standing in the shadows and sipped his drink.
‘Once I thought he meant he fought in the Troubles and there’s just a few of the I.R.A. left. But no. Or maybe he means in a richer world the begging population is melting away. But no to that also. So maybe, perhaps, he means there aren’t many “human beings” left who look, see what they look at, and understand well enough for one to ask and one to give. Everyone busy, running here, jumping there, there’s no time to study one another. But I guess that’s bilge and hogwash, slop and sentiment.’
He half turned from the window.
‘So you know There’s Only a Few of Us Left, do you?’
My wife and I nodded.
‘Then do you know the woman with the baby?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘And the one with the cancer?’
‘Yes,’ said my wife.
‘And the man who needs train fare to Cork?’
‘Belfast,’ said I.
‘Galway,’ said my wife.
The manager smiled sadly and turned back to the window.
‘What about the couple with the piano that plays no tune?’
‘Has it ever?’ I asked.
‘Not since I was a boy.’
The manager’s face was shadowed now.
‘Do you know the beggar on O’Connell Bridge?’
‘Which one?’ I said.
But I knew which one, for I was looking at the cap there on the mantel.
‘Did you see the paper today?’ asked the manager.
‘No.’
‘There’s just the item, bottom half of pagefive,Irish Times. It seems he just got tired. And he threw his concertina over into the River Liffey. And he jumped after it.’
He was back, then, yesterday! I thought. And I didn’t pass by!
‘The poor bastard.’ The manager laughed with a hollow exhalation. ‘What a funny, horrid way to die. That damn silly concertina – I hate them, don’t you? – wheezing on its way down, like a sick cat, and the man falling after. I laugh and I’m ashamed of laughing. Well. They didn’t find the body. They’re still looking.’
‘Oh, God!’ I cried, getting up. ‘Oh, damn!’
The manager watched me carefully now, surprised at my concern.
‘You couldn’t help it.’
‘I could! I never gave him a penny, not one, ever! Did you?’
‘Come to think of it, no.’
‘But you’re worse than I am!’ I protested. ‘I’ve seen you around town, shoveling out pennies hand over fist. Why, why not tohim?’
‘I guess I thought he was overdoing it.’
‘Hell, yes!’ I was at the window now, too, staring down through the falling snow. ‘I thought his bare head was a trick to make me feel sorry. Damn, after a while you think everything’s a trick! I used to pass there winter nights with the rain thick and him there singing and he made me feel so cold I hated his guts. I wonder how many other people felt cold and hated him because he did that to them? So instead of getting money, he got nothing in his cup. I lumped him with the rest. But maybe he was one of the legitimate ones, the new poor just starting out this winter, not a beggar ever before, so you hock your clothes to feed a stomach and wind up a man in the rain without a hat.’
The snow was falling fast now, erasing the lamps and the statues in the shadows of the lamps below.
‘How do you tell the difference between them?’ I asked. ‘How can you judge which is honest, which isn’t?’
‘The fact is,’ said the manager quietly, ‘you can’t. There’s no difference between them. Some have been at it longer than others, and have gone shrewd, forgotten how it all started a long time ago. On a Saturday they had food. On a Sunday they didn’t. On a Monday they asked for credit. On a Tuesday they borrowed their first match. Thursday a cigarette. And a few Fridays later they found themselves, God knows how, in front of a place called the Royal Hibernian Hotel. They couldn’t tell you what happened or why. One thing’s sure though: they’re hanging to the cliff by their fingernails. Poor bastard, someone must’ve stomped on that man’s hands on O’Connell Bridge and he just gave up the ghost and went over. So what does it prove? You cannot stare them down or look away from them. You cannot run and hide from them. You can only give to them all. If you start drawing lines, someone gets hurt. I’m sorry now I didn’t give that blind singer a shilling each time I passed. Well. Well. Let us console ourselves, hope it wasn’t money but something at home or in his past did him in. There’s no way to find out. The paper lists no name.’
Snow fell silently across our sight. Below, the dark shapes waited. It was hard to tell whether snow was making sheep of the wolves or sheep of the sheep, gently manteling their shoulders, their backs, their hats and shawls.
A moment later, going down in the haunted night elevator, I found the new tweed cap in my hand.
Coatless, in my shirtsleeves, I stepped out into the night.
I gave the cap to the first man who came. I never knew if it fit. What money I had in my pockets was soon gone.
Then, left alone, shivering, I happened to glance up. I stood, I froze, blinking up through the drift, the drift, the silent drift of blinding snow. I saw the high hotel windows, the lights, the shadows.
What’s it like up there? I thought.Are fires lit? Is it warm as breath? Who are all those people? Are they drinking? Are they happy?
Do they even know I’mHERE?
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A Blade of Grass
It had been decided already that Ultar was guilty. The members of the Council sat, luxuriously relaxing as the attendants lubricated and oiled their viselike hands and their slender metal joints.
Kront was most vehement of the seventeen. His steel hand snapped and his round gray visuals flamed red.
‘He’s an insufferable experimentalist,’ said Kront. ‘I recommend the Rust!’
‘The Rust?’ exclaimed Ome. ‘Isn’t that too drastic?’
Kront thrust his alloyed skull-case forward.
‘No. Not for ones like him. He’ll undermine the entire Obot State before he’s finished.’
‘Come now,’ suggested Lione, philosophically. ‘It would be better to short-circuit him for a few years, as punishment. Why be so sadistic and bitter about it, Kront?’
‘In the name of the Great Obot!’ said Kront. ‘Don’t you see the danger? Experimenting with protoplasm!’
‘I agree,’ said one of the others. ‘Nothing is too severe a punishment. If Ultar insists on concluding his present experiments, he may undermine a civilization that has existed for three hundred thousand years. Take Ultar out to sea, unoiled, and fully aware. Drop him in. It will take him many years to Rust, and he will be aware, all of those years, of crumbling and rusting. Be sure that his skull-case is intact, so his awareness will not be short-circuited by water.’ The others trembled a quiet, metal, hidden trembling.
Kront swayed to his feet, his oblong face gleaming ice-blue and hard. ‘I want a show of opinion, a vote. The Rust for Ultar. Vote!’
There was an indecisive moment. Kront’s fifteen feet of towering, alloyed metal shifted uneasily in the lubrication cell.
Vises came up, arms came up. Six at first. Then four more. Ome and five others declined to vote. Kront counted the vises with an instantaneous flare of his visuals.
‘Good. There’s an express rocket for Ultar’s laboratory in one hundred seconds from Level CV. If we hurry we’ll make it!’
Huge, magnetic plates clung to the floor as metal bodies heaved upward with oiled quiet.
They hurried to a wide portal. Ome and the five dissenters followed. He stopped Kront at the portal. ‘There’s a thing I want to ask you, Kront.’
‘Hurry. We haven’t time.’
‘You’ve –seenit.’
‘Protoplasm?’
‘Yes. You’ve looked at it?’
Kront nodded. ‘Yes. I have seen.’
Ome said, ‘What is itlike?’
Kront did not answer for a long moment and then he said, very slowly. ‘It is enough to freeze the motion of all Obot Things. It is horror. It is unbelievable. I think you had better come and see this for yourself.’
Ome deliberated. ‘I’ll come.’
‘Hurry then. We have fifty seconds.’
They followed the others.
The sea lay quietly as a huge, pallidly relaxed hand. In the vein and artery of that vast hand nothing moved but the gray blood tides. Moved silently and with the motion of one lunar tide against another. The deeps were not stirred by any other thing. The sea was lifeless and clear of any gill or eye or fin or any moving thing save the soft sea dust which arose, filtering, when the tides changed. The sea was dead.
The forests were silent. The brush was naked, the trees high and forlorn in a wilderness of quiet. There were no bird songs, or cracklings of sly animal paws in autumnal leaves, there were no loon cries or far-off calls of moose or chipmunk. Only the wind sang little songs of memory it had learned three hundred thousand years before from things called birds. The forest and the land under the forest was dead. The trees were dead, turned to stone, upright, shading the hard stony soil forever. There was no grass and no flowers. The land was dead, as dead as the sea.
Now, over the dead land, in the birdless sky, came a metal sound. The sound of a rocket singing in the dead air.
Then it was gone, leaving a vein of pale gold powder in its wake. Kront and his fellows, on their way to the fortress of Ultar.…
A door opened as the ship landed. Kront and the others came forth from the ship.
‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ said Ultar, standing in the open portal of the laboratory. ‘I knew you’d bring the Council with you, Kront. Step in, all of you. I can tell by the immediate temperature of your bodies, that I am already condemned to Rust. We shall see. Step in, anyway.’
The door rang shut behind the Council. Ultar led the way down a tubular hall which issued forth into a dark room.
‘Be seated, Obot Rulers. It is an unusual thing, this reception for the Great. I am flattered.’
Kront clicked angrily. ‘Before you die, you must show us this protoplasm, so it can be judged and destroyed.’
‘Must I? Must you? Must it?’
‘Where is it?’
‘Here.’
‘Where!’
‘Patience, Kront.’
‘I’ve no patience with blasphemers!’
‘That is apparent.’
In one corner of the room was a large square box, from which a glow illumined the nearby walls. Over the box hung a yellow cloth which hid the contents from view.
Ultar, with a certain sure sense of the dramatic, moved to this box and made several adjustments of heat-dials. His visuals were glowing. Grasping the yellow cloth, he lifted it up and away from the box.
A hard, rattling tremor passed through the group. Visuals blinked and changed color. Bodies made an uneasy whining of metal. What lay before them was not pleasant. They drifted forward until they circled the box and peered into it. What they saw was blasphemous and sacrilegious and more than horrible.
Something thatgrew.
Something that expanded and built upon itself, changed and reproduced. Something that actually lived and died.
Died.
How silly! No one need die, ever, ever!
Something that could rot away into nothingness and run blood and be tortured. Something that felt and could be burned or hurt or made to feel hot or cold. Silly, silly something, horrid, horrid something, all incomprehensible and nightmarish and unpredictable!
Pink flesh formed six feet tall with long, long fleshy arms and flesh hands and two long flesh legs. And – they remembered from myth-dreams – those two unnecessary things – a mouth and nose!
Ome felt the silent coggery within himself grind slow. It was unbelievable! Like the half-heard myths of an Age of Flesh and Darkness. All those little half-truths, rumors, those dim little mutterings and whispers of creatures that grew instead of being built!
Who ever heard of such blasphemy? To grow instead of being built? How could a thing be perfect unless it was built and tendered every aid to perfection by an Obot scientist? This fleshy pulp was imperfect. The least jar and it broke, the least heat and it melted, the least cold and it froze. And as for the amazing fact that it grew, well, what of that? It was only luck that it grew tobeanything. Sheer luck.
Not so the inhabitants of the Obot State! They were perfect to begin with and grew, paradoxically, more perfect as time progressed. It was nothing, nothing at all for them to exist one hundred thousand years, two hundred thousand years. Ome himself was past thirty-thousand, a youth, still a youth!
But – flesh? Depending upon the whims of some cosmic Nature to give it intellect, health, longevity? How silly a joke, how pointless, when it could be installed in parcels and packages, in wheels and cogs and red and blue wires and sparkling currents!
‘Here it is,’ said Ultar, simply, and with pride. He said it with a firmness that was unafraid. ‘A body of bone and flesh and blood and fantasy.’
There was a long silence in which the metal whining did not cease among the stricken Council. There was hardly a flicker of movement among them. They stared.
Ome said, ‘It is frightening. Where did you get it?’
‘I made it.’
‘How could you bring yourself tothinkof it?’
‘It is hard to say. It was long ago. Ten thousand years ago, when I was walking over the stony forests, alone, one day, as I have often done, I found a blade of grass. Yes, one last small blade of green grass, the last one in all of this world. You can’t imagine how unbearably excited I was. I held it up and I examined it and it was a small green miracle. I felt as if I might explode into a million bits. I took the grass blade home with me, carefully, and telling no one. Oh, what a beautiful treasure it was.’
‘That was a direct violation of the law,’ said Kront.
‘Yes, the law,’ said Ultar remembering. ‘Three hundred thousand years ago when we burned the birds in the air, like cinders, and killed the foxes and the snakes in their burrows, and killed fish in the sea, and all animals, including man—’
‘Forbidden names!’
‘Remembered names, nevertheless. Remembered. And then we saw the forests still grew and reminded us of growing things, so we turned the forests to stone, and killed the grass and flowers, and we’ve lived on a barren stony world ever since. Why, we even destroyed the microbes that we couldn’tsee, that’s how afraid we were ofgrowing things!’
Kront rasped out, ‘We weren’t afraid!’
‘Weren’t we? Never mind. Let me complete my story. We shot the birds from the sky, sprayed insects from the air, killed the flowers and grass, but yet one small blade survived and I found it and brought it here, and nurtured it, and it grew for hundreds of years until it was ten million blades of grass which I studied because it had cells that grew. I cannot tell you with what excitement I greeted the blossoming of the firstflower.’
‘Flower!’
‘A little thing. A blue flower, after a thousand years of experiment. And from that flower more flowers, and from those flowers, five centuries later, a bush, and from that bush, four hundred years later, a tree. Oh, it’s been a strange long time of working and watching, I’ll tell you.’
‘Butthis,’ cried Kront. ‘How did it evolve to this?’
‘I went looking. I scoured the world. If I found one precious blade of grass, I reasoned, then perhaps I can find another thing, a lizard that had escaped, or a snake, or some such thing. I was more than lucky. I found a small monkey. From there to this is another thousand years and more. Artificial breeding, insemination, a study of genes and cells, well, it is here now, and it is good.’
‘It is forbidden!’
‘Yes. Damnably forbidden. Look, Ome, do you know why flesh was eradicated from the Earth?’
Ome deliberated. ‘Because it threatened Obot Rule.’
‘How did it threaten it?’
‘With the Rust.’
‘With more than the Rust,’ replied Ultar, quietly. ‘Flesh threatened us with another way of life and thought. It threatened us with delightful imperfection, unpredictability, art, and literature, and we slaughtered flesh and made it blasphemy and forbidden to see flesh or speak of it.’
‘Liar!’
‘Am I?’ demanded Ultar. ‘Who owned the world before us?’
‘We’ve always owned it. Always.’
‘What about flesh? Explain it?’
‘It was an experiment that got away from us for a time. Some insane Obot scientist created monster flesh and it bred, and it was the servant of the Obots, and it overthrew Obot Rule for a time. Finally, the Obots had to destroy it.’
‘Religious dogmatism!’ replied Ultar. ‘You’ve been taught to think that. But, know the truth. There must’ve been a Beginning, do you agree?’
‘Yes. There was a Beginning. The Book of Metal says that all the Universe was turned out on one Lathe of one Huge Machine. And we the small Obots of that Lathe and that Machine.’
‘There had to be a first Obot, did there not?’
‘Yes.’
‘And who built him?’
‘Another machine.’
‘But before that, at the very beginning? Who built the machine that built the Obot? I’ll tell you. Flesh. Flesh built the first machine. Flesh once ruled this continent and all continents. Because flesh grows. Machines do not grow. They are made piece by piece – they arebuilt. It took agrowingcreature to build them!’
Ome went wild. ‘No, no. That is a terrible thought!’
‘Listen,’ said Ultar. ‘We could not stand man and his imperfect ways. We thought him silly and ridiculous with his art and music. He could die. We could not. So we destroyed him because he was in the way, he cluttered up our perfect universe. And then, we had to lie to ourselves. In our own way we are colossally vain. Just as man fashioned God in his own image, so we had to fashion our God inourimage. We couldn’t stand the thought of Man being our God, so we eradicated every vestige of protoplasm on Earth, and forbade speaking of it. We were Machines, made by Machines, that was the All, and the Truth.’
He was finished with his speaking. The others looked at him, and at last Kront said, ‘Why did you do it? Why have you made this thing of flesh and imperfection?’
‘Why?’ Ultar turned to the box. ‘Look at him, this creature, this man, so small, so vulnerable. His life is worth something because of his very vulnerability. Out of his fear and terror and uncertainty he once created great art, great music and great literature. Do we? We do not.
‘How can a civilization create when it lives forever and nothing is of value? Things only take value from their evanescence, things are only appreciated because they vanish. How beautiful a summer day is that is only one of a kind; you all have seen such days – one of the few things of beauty that we know, the weather, whichchanges. We do not change, therefore there is no beauty and no art.
‘See him here, in his box, dreaming, about to wake. Little frightened man, on the edge of death, but writing fine books to live long after. I’ve seen those books in forbidden libraries, full of love and tenderness and terror. And what was his music but a proclamation against the uncertainty of living and the sureness of death and dissolution? What perfect things came from such imperfect creatures. They were sublimely delicate and sublimely wrong, and they waged wars and did many bad things, which we, in our perfectness cannot understand.
‘We cannot understand death, really, for it is so rare among us, and has no value. But this man knows death and beauty and for that reason I created him so that some of the beauty and uncertainty would return to the world. Only then could life have any meaning to me, little as I can appreciate it with my limited faculties.
‘He had the pleasure of pain, yes, even pain a pleasure, in its own way, for it is feeling and being alive; he lived, and he ate, which we do not do, and knew the goodness of love and raising others like himself and he knew a thing called sleep, and in those sleepings he dreamed, a thing we never do, and here he is now, dreaming fine things we could never hope to know or understand. And you are here, afraid of him and afraid of beauty and meaning and value.’
The others stiffened. Kront turned to them and said, ‘Listen, all of you. You will say nothing of what you’ve seen today, you will tell no one. Understand?’
The others swayed and moaned in a dazed, wavering anger.
The sleeper in the long oblong box stirred, fitfully, the eyelids quivered, the lips moved. The man was waking.
‘The Rust!’ screamed Kront, rushing forward. ‘Seize Ultar! The Rust! The Rust!’
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Bless Me, Father, for I Have Sinned
It was just before midnight on Christmas Eve when Father Mellon woke, having slept for only a few minutes. He had a most peculiar urge to rise, go, and swing wide the front door of his church to let the snow in and then go sit in the confessional to wait.
Wait for what? Who could say? Who might tell? But the urge was so incredibly strong it was not to be denied.
‘What’s going on here?’ he muttered quietly to himself, as he dressed. ‘I am going mad, am I not? At this hour, who could possibly want or need, and why in blazes should I—’
But dress he did and down he went and opened wide the front door of the church and stood in awe of the great artwork beyond, better than any painting in history, a tapestry of snow weaving in laces and gentling to roofs and shadowing the lamps and putting shawls on the huddled masses of cars waiting to be blessed at the curb. The snow touched the pavements and then his eyelids and then his heart. He found himself holding his breath with the fickle beauties and then, turning, the snow following at his back, he went to hide in the confessional.
Damn fool, he thought. Stupid old man.Outof here! Back to your bed!
But then he heard it; a sound at the door, and footsteps scraping on the pavestones of the church, and at last the damp rustle of some invader fresh to the other side of the confessional. Father Mellon waited.
‘Bless me,’ a man’s voice whispered, ‘for I have sinned!’
Stunned at the quickness of this asking, Father Mellon could only retort:
‘Howcouldyou know the church would be open and I here?’
‘I prayed, Father,’ was the quiet reply. ‘Godmadeyou come open up.’
There seemed no answer to this, so the old priest, and what sounded like a hoarse old sinner, sat for a long cold moment as the clock itched on toward midnight, and at last the refugee from darkness repeated:
‘Blessthis sinner, Father!’
But in place of the usual unguents and ointments of words, with Christmas hurrying fast through the snow, Father Mellon leaned toward the lattice window and could not help saying:
‘It must be a terrible load of sin you carry to have driven you out on such a night on an impossible mission that turned possible only because God heard and pushed me out of bed.’
‘Itisa terrible list, Father, as you will find!’
‘Then speak, son,’ said the priest, ‘before we both freeze—’
‘Well, it was this way—’ whispered the wintry voice behind the thin paneling. ‘– Sixty years back—’
‘Speak up! Sixty?!’ The priest gasped. ‘Thatlongpast?’
‘Sixty!’ And there was a tormented silence.
‘Go on,’ said the priest, ashamed of interrupting.
‘Sixty years this week, when I was twelve,’ said the gray voice, ‘I Christmas-shopped with my grandmother in a small town back East. We walked both ways. In those days, who had a car? We walked, and coming home with the wrapped gifts, my grandma said something, I’ve long since forgotten what, and I got mad and ran ahead, away from her. Far off, I could hear her call and then cry, terribly, for me to come back, come back, but I wouldn’t. She wailed so, I knew I had hurt her, which made me feel strong and good, so I ran even more, laughing, and beat her to the house and when she came in she was gasping and weeping as if never to stop. I felt ashamed and ran to hide …’
There was a long silence.
The priest prompted, ‘Is thatit?’
‘The list is long,’ mourned the voice beyond the thin panel.
‘Continue,’ said the priest, eyes shut.
‘I did much the same to my mother, before New Year’s. She angered me. I ran. I heard her cry out behind me. I smiled and ran faster. Why? Why, oh God, why?’
The priest had no answer.
‘Is that it, then?’ he murmured, at last, feeling strangely moved toward the old man beyond.
‘One summer day,’ said the voice, ‘some bullies beat me. When they were gone, on a bush I saw two butterflies, embraced, lovely. I hated their happiness. I grabbed them in my fist and pulverized them to dust. Oh, Father, the shame!’
The wind blew in the church door at that moment and both of them glanced up to see a Christmas ghost of snow turned about in the door and falling away in drifts of whiteness to scatter on the pavings.
‘There’s one last terrible thing,’ said the old man, hidden away with his grief. And then he said:
‘When I was thirteen, again in Christmas week, my dog Bo ran away and was lost three days and nights. I loved him more than life itself. He was special and loving and fine. And all of a sudden the beast was gone, and all his beauty with him. I waited. I cried. I waited. I prayed. I shouted under my breath. I knew he would never, never come back! And then, oh, then, that Christmas Eve at two in the morning, with sleet on the pavements and icicles on roofs and snow falling, I heard a sound in my sleep and woke to hear him scratching the door! I bounded from bed so fast I almost killed myself! I yanked the door open and there was my miserable dog, shivering, excited, covered with dirty slush. I yelled, pulled him in, slammed the door, fell to my knees, grabbed him and wept. What a gift, what a gift! I called his name over and over, and he wept with me, all whines and agonies of joy. And then I stopped. Do you know what I did then? Can you guess the terrible thing? I beat him. Yes, beat him. With my fists, my hands, my palms, and my fists again, crying: how dare you leave, how dare you run off, how dare you do that to me, how dare you, how dare!? And I beat and beat until I was weak and sobbed and had to stop for I saw what I’d done, and he just stood and took it all as if he knew he deserved it, he had failed my love and now I was failing his, and I pulled off and tears streamed from my eyes, my breath strangled, and I grabbed him again and crushed him to me but this time cried: forgive, oh please, Bo, forgive. I didn’t mean it. Oh, Bo, forgive …
‘But, oh, Father, he couldn’t forgive me. Who was he? A beast, an animal, a dog, my love. And he looked at me with such great dark eyes that it locked my heart and it’s been locked forever after with shame.Icould not then forgivemyself. All these years, the memory of my love and how I failed him, and every Christmas since, not the rest of the year, but every Christmas Eve, his ghost comes back, I see the dog, I hear the beating, I know my failure. Oh, God!’
The man fell silent, weeping.
And at last the old priest dared a word: ‘And that is why you are here?’
‘Yes, Father. Isn’t it awful? Isn’t it terrible?’
The priest could not answer, for tears were streaming down his face, too, and he found himself unaccountably short of breath.
‘Will God forgive me, Father?’ asked the other.
‘Yes.’
‘Willyouforgive me, Father?’
‘Yes. But let me tell you something now, son. When I was ten, the same things happened. My parents, of course, but then – my dog, the love ofmylife, who ran off and I hated him for leaving me, and when he came back I, too, loved and beat him, then went back to love. Until this night, I have told no one. The shame has stayed put all these years. I have confessed all to my priest-confessor. Butneverthat. So—’
There was a pause.
‘So, Father?’
‘Lord, Lord, dear man, God will forgive us. At long last, we have brought it out, dared to say. And I, I will forgive you. But finally—’
The old priest could not go on, for new tears were really pouring down his face now.
The stranger on the other side guessed this and very carefully inquired, ‘Do you wantmyforgiveness, Father?’
The priest nodded, silently. Perhaps the other felt the shadow of the nod, for he quickly said, ‘Ah, well. It’sgiven.’
And they both sat there for a long moment in the dark and another ghost moved to stand in the door, then sank to snow and drifted away.
‘Before you go,’ said the priest, ‘come share a glass of wine.’
The great clock in the square across from the church struck midnight.
‘It’s Christmas, Father,’ said the voice from behind the panel.
‘The finest Christmas ever, I think.’
‘The finest.’
The old priest rose and stepped out.
He waited a moment for some stir, some movement from the opposite side of the confessional.
There was no sound.
Frowning, the priest reached out and opened the confessional door and peered into the cubicle.
There was nothing and no one there.
His jaw dropped. Snow moved along the back of his neck.
He put his hand out to feel the darkness.
The place was empty.
Turning, he stared at the entry door, and hurried over to look out.
Snow fell in the last tones of far clocks late-sounding the hour. The streets were deserted.
Turning again, he saw the tall mirror that stood in the church entry.
There was an old man, himself, reflected in the cold glass.
Almost without thinking, he raised his hand and made the sign of blessing. The reflection in the mirror did likewise.
Then the old priest, wiping his eyes, turned a last time, and went to find the wine.
Outside, Christmas, like the snow, was everywhere.
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The Burning Man
The rickety Ford came along a road that plowed up dust in yellow plumes which took an hour to lie back down and move no more in that special slumber that stuns the world in mid-July. Far away, the lake waited, a cool-blue gem in a hot-green lake of grass, but it was indeed still far away, and Neva and Doug were bucketing along in their barrelful of red-hot bolts with lemonade slopping around in a thermos on the back seat and deviled-ham sandwiches fermenting on Doug’s lap. Both boy and aunt sucked in hot air and talked out even hotter.
‘Fire-eater,’ said Douglas. ‘I’m eating fire. Heck, I can hardlywaitfor that lake!’
Suddenly, up ahead, there was a man by the side of the road.
Shirt open to reveal his bronzed body to the waist, his hair ripened to wheat color by July, the man’s eyes burned fiery blue in a nest of sun wrinkles. He waved, dying in the heat.
Neva tromped on the brake. Fierce dust clouds rose to make the man vanish. When the golden dust sifted away his hot yellow eyes glared balefully, like a cat’s, defying the weather and the burning wind.
He stared at Douglas.
Douglas glanced away, nervously.
For you could see where the man had come across a field high with yellow grass baked and burned by eight weeks of no rain. There was a path where the man had broken the grass and cleaved a passage to the road. The path went as far as one could see down to a dry swamp and an empty creek bed with nothing but baked hot stones in it and fried rock and melting sand.
‘I’ll be damned, you stopped!’ cried the man, angrily.
‘I’ll be damned, I did,’ Neva yelled back. ‘Where you going?’
‘I’ll think of someplace.’ The man hopped up like a cat and swung into the rumble seat. ‘Get going. It’safterus! The sun, I mean, of course!’ He pointed straight up. ‘Git! Or we’llallgo mad!’
Neva stomped on the gas. The car left gravel and glided on pure whitehot dust, coming down only now and then to careen off a boulder or kiss a stone. They cut the land in half with racket. Above it, the man shouted:
‘Put’er up to seventy, eighty, hell, why not ninety!’
Neva gave a quick, critical look at the lion, the intruder in the back seat, to see if she could shut his jaws with a glance. They shut.
And that, of course, is how Doug felt about the beast. Not a stranger, no, not hitchhiker, but intruder. In just two minutes of leaping into the red-hot car, with his jungle hair and jungle smell, he had managed to disingratiate himself with the climate, the automobile, Doug, and the honorable and perspiring aunt. Now she hunched over the wheel and nursed the car through further storms of heat and backlashes of gravel.
Meanwhile, the creature in the back, with his great lion ruff of hair and mint-fresh yellow eyes, licked his lips and looked straight on at Doug in the rearview mirror. He gave a wink. Douglas tried to wink back, but somehow the lid never came down.
‘You ever try to figure—’ yelled the man.
‘What?’ cried Neva.
‘You ever try to figure,’ shouted the man, leaning forward between them ‘– whether or not the weather is driving you crazy, or you’re crazyalready?’
It was a surprise of a question, which suddenly cooled them on this blast-furnace day.
‘I don’t quite understand—’ said Neva.
‘Nor does anyone!’ The man smelled like a lion house. His thin arms hung over and down between them, nervously tying and untying an invisible string. He moved as if there were nests of burning hair under each armpit. ‘Day like today, all hell breaks loose inside your head. Lucifer was born on a day like this, in a wilderness like this,’ said the man. ‘With just fire and flame and smoke everywhere,’ said the man. ‘And everything so hot you can’t touch it, and people not wanting to be touched,’ said the man.
He gave a nudge to her elbow, a nudge to the boy.
They jumped a mile.
‘You see?’ The man smiled. ‘Day like today, you get to thinking lots of things.’ He smiled. ‘Ain’t this the summer when the seventeen-year locusts are supposed to come back like pure holocaust? Simple but multitudinous plagues?’
‘Don’t know!’ Neva drove fast, staring ahead.
‘Thisisthe summer. Holocaust just around the bend. I’m thinking so swift it hurts my eyeballs, cracks my head. I’m liable to explode in a fireball with just plain disconnected thought. Why – why – why—’
Neva swallowed hard. Doug held his breath.
Quite suddenly they were terrified. For the man simply idled on with his talk, looking at the shimmering green fire trees that burned by on both sides, sniffing the rich hot dust that flailed up around the tin car, his voice neither high nor low, but steady and calm now in describing his life:
‘Yes, sir, there’s more to the world than people appreciate. If there can be seventeen-year locusts, why not seventeen-year people? Everthoughtof that?’
‘Never did,’ said someone.
Probably me, thought Doug, for his mouth had moved like a mouse.
‘Or how about twenty-four-year people, or fifty-seven-year people? I mean, we’re all so used to people growing up, marrying, having kids, we never stop to think maybe there’s other ways for people coming into the world, maybe like locusts, once in a while, who can tell, one hot day, middle of summer!’
‘Who can tell?’ There was the mouse again. Doug’s lips trembled.
‘And who’s to say there ain’t genetic evil in the world?’ asked the man of the sun, glaring right up at it without blinking.
‘Whatkind of evil?’ asked Neva.
‘Genetic, ma’am. In the blood, that is to say. People born evil, growed evil, died evil, no changes all the way down the line.’
‘Whew!’ said Douglas. ‘You mean people who start out mean and stayatit?’
‘You got the sum, boy. Why not? If there are people everyone thinks are angel-fine from their first sweet breath to their last pure declaration, why not sheer orneriness from January first to December, three hundred sixty-five days later?’
‘I never thought of that,’ said the mouse.
‘Think,’ said the man.‘Think.’
They thought for above five seconds.
‘Now,’ said the man, squinting one eye at the cool lake five miles ahead, his other eye shut into darkness and ruminating on coal-bins of fact there, ‘listen. What if the intense heat, I mean the really hot hot heat of a month like this, week like this, day like today, just baked the Ornery Man right out of the river mud. Been there buried in the mud for forty-seven years, like a damn larva, waiting to be born. And he shook himself awake and looked around, full grown, and climbed out of the hot mud into the world and said, “I think I’ll eat me some summer.”’
‘How’s that again?’
‘Eat me some summer, boy, summer, ma’am. Just devour it whole. Look at them trees, ain’t they a whole dinner? Look at that field of wheat, ain’t that a feast? Them sunflowers by the road, by golly, there’s breakfast. Tarpaper on top that house, there’s lunch. And the lake, way up ahead, Jehoshaphat, that’s dinner wine, drink it all!’
‘I’m thirsty, all right,’ said Doug.
‘Thirsty, hell, boy, thirst don’t begin to describe the state of a man, come to think about him, come to talk, who’s been waiting in the hot mud thirty years and is born but to die in one day! Thirst! Ye Gods! Your ignorance is complete.’
‘Well,’ said Doug.
‘Well,’ said the man. ‘Not only thirst but hunger. Hunger. Look around. Not only eat the trees and then the flowers blazing by the roads but then the white-hot panting dogs. There’s one. There’s another! And all the cats in the country. There’s two, just passed three! And then just glutton-happy begin to why, why not, begin to get around to, let me tell you, how’s this strike you, eat people? I mean – people! Fried, cooked, boiled, and parboiled people. Sunburned beauties of people. Old men, young. Old ladies’ hats and then old ladies under their hats and then young ladies’ scarves and young ladies, and then young boys’ swim-trunks, by God, and young boys, elbows, ankles, ears, toes, and eyebrows! Eyebrows, by God, men, women, boys, ladies, dogs, fill up the menu, sharpen your teeth, lick your lips, dinner’son!’
‘Wait!’ someone cried.
Not me, thought Doug. I said nothing.
‘Hold on!’ someone yelled.
It was Neva.
He saw her knee fly up as if by intuition and down as if by finalized gumption.
Stomp! went her heel on the floor.
The car braked. Neva had the door open, pointing, shouting, pointing, shouting, her mouth flapping, one hand seized out to grab the man’s shirt and rip it.
‘Out! Get out!’
‘Here, ma’am?’ The man was astonished.
‘Here, here, here, out, out, out!’
‘But, ma’am …!’
‘Out, or you’re finished, through!’ cried Neva, wildly. ‘I got a load of Bibles in the back trunk, a pistol with a silver bullet here under the steering wheel. A box of crucifixes under the seat! A wooden stake taped to the axle, with a hammer. I got holy water in the carburetor, blessed before it boiled early this morning at three churches on the way: St. Matthew’s Catholic, the Green Town Baptist, and the Zion City High Episcopal. The steam from that will get you alone. Following us, one mile behind, and due to arrive in one minute, is the Reverend Bishop Kelly from Chicago. Up at the lake is Father Rooney from Milwaukee, and Doug, why, Doug here has in his back pocket at this minute one sprig of wolfsbane and two chunks of mandrake root. Out! out! out!’
‘Why, ma’am,’ cried the man. ‘Iam!’
And he was.
He landed and fell rolling in the road.
Neva banged the car into full flight.
Behind, the man picked himself up and yelled, ‘You must be nuts. You must be crazy. Nuts. Crazy.’
‘I’mnuts?I’mcrazy?’ said Neva, and hooted. ‘Boy!’
‘… nuts … crazy …’ The voice faded.
Douglas looked back and saw the man shaking his fist, then ripping off his shirt and hurling it to the gravel and jumping big puffs of white-hot dust out of it with his bare feet.
The car exploded, rushed, raced, banged pell-mell ahead, his aunt ferociously glued to the hot wheel, until the little sweating figure of the talking man was lost in sun-drenched marshland and burning air. At last Doug exhaled:
‘Neva, I never heard you talk like that before.’
‘And never will again, Doug.’
‘Was what you saidtrue?’
‘Not a word.’
‘You lied, I mean, youlied?’
‘I lied.’ Neva blinked. ‘Do you thinkhewas lying, too?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘All I know is sometimes it takes a lie to kill a lie, Doug. This time, anyway. Don’t let it become customary.’
‘No, ma’am.’ He began to laugh. ‘Say the thing about mandrake root again. Say the thing about wolfsbane in my pocket. Say it about a pistol with a silver bullet, say it.’
She said it. They both began to laugh.
Whooping and shouting, they went away in their tin-bucket-junking car over the gravel ruts and humps, her saying, him listening, eyes squeezed shut, roaring, snickering, raving.
They didn’t stop laughing until they hit the water in their bathing suits and came up all smiles.
The sun stood hot in the middle of the sky and they dog-paddled happily for five minutes before they began to really swim in the menthol-cool waves.
Only at dusk when the sun was suddenly gone and the shadows moved out from the trees did they remember that now they had to gobackdown that lonely road through all the dark places and past that empty swamp to get to town.
They stood by the car and looked down that long road. Doug swallowed hard.
‘Nothingcan happen to us going home.’
‘Nothing.’
‘Jump!’
They hit the seats and Neva kicked the starter like it was a dead dog and they were off.
They drove along under plum-colored trees and among velvet purple hills.
And nothing happened.
They drove along a wide raw gravel road that was turning the color of plums and smelled the warm-cool air that was like lilacs and looked at each other, waiting.
And nothing happened.
Neva began at last to hum under her breath.
The road was empty.
And then it was not empty.
Neva laughed. Douglas squinted and laughed with her.
For there was a small boy, nine years old maybe, dressed in a vanillawhite summer suit, with white shoes and a white tie and his face pink and scrubbed, waiting by the side of the road. He waved.
Neva braked the car.
‘Going in to town?’ called the boy, cheerily. ‘Got lost. Folks at a picnic, left without me. Sure glad you came along. It’sspookyout here.’
‘Climb in!’
The boy climbed and they were off, the boy in the back seat, and Doug and Neva up front glancing at him, laughing, and then getting quiet.
The small boy kept silent for a long while behind them, sitting straight upright and clean and bright and fresh and new in his white suit.
And they drove along the empty road under a sky that was dark now with a few stars and the wind getting cool.
And at last the boy spoke and said something that Doug didn’t hear but he saw Neva stiffen and her face grow as pale as the ice cream from which the small boy’s suit was cut.
‘What?’ asked Doug, glancing back.
The small boy stared directly at him, not blinking, and his mouth moved all to itself as if it were separate from his face.
The car’s engine missed fire and died.
They were slowing to a dead stop.
Doug saw Neva kicking and fiddling at the gas and the starter. But most of all he heard the small boy say, in the new and permanent silence:
‘Have either of you ever wondered –’
The boy took a breath and finished:
‘– if there is such a thing as genetic evil in the world?’
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By the Numbers!
‘Company, tenshun!’
Snap.
‘Company, forward –Harch!’
Tromp, tromp.
‘Companyhalt!’
Tromp, rattle, clump.
‘Eyes right.’
Whisper.
‘Eyes left.’
Rustle.
‘About face!’
Tromp, scrape, tromp.
In the sunlight, a long time ago, the man shouted and the company obeyed. By a hotel pool under a Los Angeles sky in the summer of ’52, there was the drill sergeant and there stood his team.
‘Eyes front! Head up! Chin in! Chest out! Stomach sucked! Shoulders back, dammit,back!
Rustle, whisper, murmur, scratch, silence.
And the drill sergeant walking forward, dressed in bathing trunks by the edge of that pool to fix his cold bluewater gaze on his company, his squad, his team, his—
Son.
A boy of nine or ten, standing stiffly upright, staring arrow-straight ahead at military nothings, shoulders starched, as his father paced, circling him, barking commands, leaning in at him, mouth crisply enunciating the words. Both father and son were dressed in bathing togs and, a moment before, had been cleaning the pool area, arranging towels, sweeping with brooms. But now, just before noon:
‘Company! By the numbers! One, two!’
‘Three, four!’ cried the boy.
‘One, two!’ shouted the father.
‘Three,four!’
‘Company halt, shoulder arms, present arms, tuck that chin, square those toes, hup!’
The memory came and went like a badly projected film in an old rerun cinema. Where had it come from, and why?
I was on a train heading north from Los Angeles to San Francisco. I was in the bar-car, alone, late at night, save for the barman and a youngold stranger who sat directly across from me, drinking his second martini.
The old memory had come from him.
Nine feet away, his hair, his face, his startled blue and wounded eyes had suddenly cut the time stream and sent me back.
In and out of focus, I was on the train, then beside that pool, watching the hurt bright gaze of this man across the aisle, hearing his father thirty years lost, and watching the son, five thousand afternoons ago, wheeling and pivoting, turning and freezing, presenting imaginary arms, shouldering imaginary rifles.
‘Tenshun!!’ barked the father.
‘Shun!’ echoed the son.
‘My God,’ whispered Sid, my best friend, lying beside me in the hot noon light, staring.
‘My God, indeed,’ I muttered.
‘How long hasthisbeen going on?’
‘Years, maybe. Looks that way. Years.’
‘Hut, two!’
‘Three, four!’
A church clock nearby struck noon; time to open the pool liquor bar.
‘Company …harch!’
A parade of two, the man and boy strode across the tiles toward the half-locked gates on the open-air bar.
‘Company, halt. Ready! Free locks! Hut!’
The boy snapped the locks wide.
‘Hut!’
The boy flung the gate aside, jumped back, stiffened, waiting.
‘Bout face, forward, harch!’
When the boy had almost reached the rim of the pool and was about to fall in, the father, with the wryest of smiles, called, quietly: ‘… halt.’
The son teetered on the edge of the pool.
‘God damn,’ whispered Sid.
The father left his son standing there skeleton stiff and flagpole erect, and went away.
Sid jumped up suddenly, staring at this.
‘Sit down,’ I said.
‘Christ, is he going to leave the kid justwaitingthere?!’
‘Sit down, Sid.’
‘Well, for God’s sake, that’s inhuman!’
‘He’s not your son, Sid,’ I said, quietly. ‘You want to start a real fight?’
‘Yeah!’ said Sid. ‘Dammit!’
‘It wouldn’t do any good.’
‘Yes, it would. I’d like to beat hell—’
‘Look at the boy’sface, Sid.’
Sid looked and began to slump.
The son, standing there in the burning glare of sun and water, was proud. The way he held his head, the way his eyes took fire, the way his naked shoulders carried the burden of goad or instruction, was all pride.
It was the logic of that pride which finally caved Sid in. Weighted with some small despair, he sank back down to his knees.
‘Are we going to have to sit here all afternoon, and watch this dumb game of –’ Sid’s voice rose in spite of himself ‘– Simon Says?!’
The father heard. In the midst of stacking towels on the far side of the pool, he froze. The muscles on his back played like a pinball machine, making sums. Then he turned smartly, veered past his son who still stood balanced a half inch from the pool’s rim, gave him a glance, nodded with intense, scowling approval, and came to cast his iron shadow over Sid and myself.
‘I will thank you, sir,’ he said, quietly, ‘to keep your voice down, to not confuse my son—’
‘I’ll say any damn thing I want!’ Sid started to get up.
‘No, sir, you will not.’ The man pointed his nose at Sid; it might just as well have been a gun. ‘This is my pool, my turf, I have an agreement with the hotel, their territory stops out there by the gate. If I’m to run a clean, tucked-in shop, it is to be with total authority. Any dissidents –out. Bodily. On the gymnasium wall inside you’ll find my ju-jitsu black belt, boxing, and rifle-marksman certificates. If you try to shake my hand, I will break your wrist. If you sneeze, I will crack your nose. One word and your dental surgeon will need two years to reshape your smile. Company,tenshun!’
The words all flowed together.
His son stiffened at the rim of the pool.
‘Forty laps! Hut!’
‘Hut!’ cried the boy, and leaped.
His body striking the water and his beginning to swim furiously stopped Sid from any further outrage. Sid shut his eyes.
The father smiled at Sid, and turned to watch the boy churning the summer waters to a foam.
‘There’s everything I never was,’ he said. ‘Gentlemen.’
He gave us a curt nod and stalked away.
Sid could only run and jump in the pool. He did twenty laps himself. Most of the time, the boy beat him. When Sid came out, the blaze was gone from his face and he threw himself down.
‘Christ,’ he muttered, his face buried in his towel, ‘someday that boymusthaul off and murder that son of a bitch!’
‘As a Hemingway character once said,’ I replied, watching the son finish his thirty-fifth lap, ‘wouldn’t it be nice tothinkso?’
The final time, the last day I ever saw them, the father was still marching about briskly, emptying ashtrays (no one could empty them the wayhecould), straightening tables, aligning chairs and loungers in military rows, and arranging fresh white towels on benches in crisp mathematical stacks. Even the way he swabbed the deck was geometrical. In all his marching and going, fixing and realigning, only on occasion did he snap his head up, flick a gaze to make sure his squad, his platoon, his company still stood frozen by the hour, a boy like a ramrod guidon, his hair blowing in the summer wind, eyes straight on the late afternoon horizon, mouth clamped, chin tucked, shoulders back.
I could not help myself. Sid was long gone. I waited on the balcony of the hotel overlooking the pool, having a final drink, not able to take my gaze off the marching father and the statue son. At dusk, the father doubletimed it to the outer gate and almost as an afterthought called over his shoulder:
‘Tenshun! Squad right. One, two—’
‘Three, four!’ cried the boy.
The boy strode through the gate, feet clubbing the cement as if he wore boots. He marched off toward the parking lot as his father snap-locked the gate with a robot’s ease, took a fast scan around, raised his stare, saw me, and hesitated. His eyes burned over my face. I felt my shoulders go back, my chin drop, my shoulders flinch. To stop it, I lifted my drink, waved it carelessly at him, and drank.
What will happen, I thought, in the years ahead? Will the son grow up to kill his old man, or beat him up, or just run away to know a ruined life, always marching to some unheard shout of ‘Hut’ or ‘harch!’ but never ‘at ease!’?
Or, I thought, drinking, would the boy raise sons himself and just yell atthemon hot noons by far pools in endless years? Would he one day stick a pistol in his mouth and kill his father the only way he knew how? Or would he marry and havenosons and thus bury all shouts, all drills, all sergeants? Questions, half-answers, more questions.
My glass was empty. The sun had gone, and the father and his son with it.
But now, in the flesh, straight across from me on this late night train, heading north for unlit destinations, one of them had returned. There he was, the kid himself, the raw recruit, the child of the father who shouted at noon and told the sun to rise or set.
Merelyalive?halfalive?allalive?
I wasn’t sure.
But there he sat, thirty years later, a young-old or old-young man, sipping on his third martini.
By now, I realized that my glances were becoming much too constant and embarrassing. I studied his bright blue, wounded eyes, for that is what they were: wounded, and at last took courage and spoke:
‘Pardon me,’ I said. ‘This may seem silly, but – thirty years back, I swam weekends at the Ambassador Hotel where a military man tended the pool with his son. He – well. Areyouthat son?’
The young-old man across from me thought for a moment, looked me over with his shifting eyes and at last smiled, quietly.
‘I,’ he said, ‘amthat son. Come on over.’
We shook hands. I sat and ordered a final round for us, as if we were celebrating something, or holding a wake, nobody seemed to know which. After the barman delivered the drinks, I said, ‘To nineteen fifty-two, a toast. A good year? Bad year? Here’s to it, anyway!’
We drank and the young-old man said, almost immediately, ‘You’re wondering what ever happened to my father.’
‘My God,’ I sighed.
‘No, no,’ he assured me, ‘it’s all right. A lot of people have wondered, have asked, over the years.’
The boy inside the older man nursed his martini and remembered the past.
‘Do youtellpeople when they ask?’ I said.
‘I do.’
I took a deep breath. ‘All right, then. Whatdidhappen to your father?’
‘He died.’
There was a long pause.
‘Is thatall?’
‘Not quite.’ The young-old man arranged his glass on the table in front of him, and placed a napkin at a precise angle to it, and fitted an olive to the very center of the napkin, reading the past there. ‘You remember what he was like?’
‘Vividly.’
‘Oh, what a world of meaning you put into that “vividly”!’ The youngold man snorted faintly. ‘You remember his marches up, down, around the pool, left face, right, tenshun, don’t move, chin-stomach in, chest out, harch two, hut?’
‘I remember.’
‘Well, one day in nineteen fifty-three, long after the old crowd was gone from the pool, and you with them, my dad was drilling me outdoors one late afternoon. He had me standing in the hot sun for an hour or so and he yelled in my face, I can remember the saliva spray on my chin, my nose, my eyelids when he yelled: don’t move a muscle! don’t blink! don’t twitch! don’t breathe till Itellyou! You hear, soldier? Hear? You hear? Hear?!
‘“Sir!” I gritted between my teeth.
‘As my father turned, he slipped on the tiles and fell in the water.’
The young-old man paused and gave a strange small bark of a laugh.
‘Did youknow? Of course you didn’t. I didn’t either … that in all those years of working at various pools, cleaning out the showers, replacing the towels, repairing the diving boards, fixing the plumbing, he had never, my God, never learned to swim!Never!Jesus. It’s unbelievable. Never.
‘He had nevertoldme. Somehow, I had never guessed! And since he had just yelled at me, instructed me,orderedme: eyes right! don’t twitch! don’tmove! I juststoodthere staring straight ahead at the late afternoon sun. I didn’t let my eyes drop to see, even once. Just straight ahead, by the numbers, as told.
‘I heard him thrashing around in the water, yelling. But I couldn’t understand what he said. I heard him suck and gasp and gargle and suck again, going down, shrieking, but I stood straight, chin up, stomach tight, eyes level, sweat on my brow, mouth firm, buttocks clenched, ramrod spine, and him yelling, gagging, taking water. I kept waiting for him to yell, “At ease!” “At ease!” he should have yelled, but he never did. So what could I do? I just stood there, like a statue, until the shrieking stopped and the water lapped the pool rim and everything got quiet. I stood there for ten minutes, maybe twenty, half an hour, until someone came out and found me there, and they looked down in the pool and saw something deep under and said Jesus Christ and finally turned and came up to me, because they knew me and my father, and at last said, At Ease.
‘And then I cried.’
The young-old man finished his drink.
‘You see, the thing is, I couldn’t be sure he wasn’t faking. He’d done tricks like that before, to get me off guard, make me relax. He’d go around a corner, wait, duck back, to see if I was ramrod tall. Or he’d pretend to go into the men’s room, and jump back to find me wrong. Then he’d punish me. So, standing there by the pool that day, I thought, it’s a trick, to make me fall out. So I had to wait, didn’t I, to be sure?… to be sure.’
Finished, he put his empty martini glass down on the tray and sat back in his own silence, eyes gazing over my shoulder at nothing in particular. I tried to see if his eyes were wet, or if his mouth gave some special sign now that the tale was told, but I saw nothing.
‘Now,’ I said, ‘I know about your father. But … what ever happened toyou?’
‘As you see,’ he said, ‘I’m here.’
He stood up and reached over and shook my hand.
‘Good night,’ he said.
I looked straight up in his face and saw the young boy there waiting for orders five thousand afternoons back. Then I looked at his left hand; no wedding ring there. Which meant what? No sons, no future? But I couldn’t ask.
‘I’m glad we met again,’ I heard myself say.
‘Yes.’ He nodded, and gave my hand a final shake. ‘It’s good to see you made it through.’
Me, I thought. My God!Me?!
But he had turned and was walking off down the aisle, beautifully balanced, not swaying with the train’s motion, this way or that. He moved in a clean, lithe, well-cared-for body, which the train’s swerving could do nothing to as he went away.
As he reached the door, he hesitated, his back to me, and he seemed to be waiting for some final word, some order, some shout from someone.
Forward, I wanted to say, by the numbers!March!
But I said nothing.
Not knowing if it would kill him, or release him, I simply bit my tongue, and watched him open the door, slip silently through, and stride down the corridor of the next sleeping car toward a past I just might have imagined, toward a future I could not guess.
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Changeling
By eight o’clock she had placed the long cigarettes and the wine crystals and the silver bucket of thin shaved ice packed around the green bottle. She stood looking at the room, each picture neat, ashtrays conveniently disposed. She plumped a lounge pillow and stepped back, her eyes squinting. Then she hurried into the bathroom and returned with the strychnine bottle, which she laid under a magazine on an end table. She had already hidden a hammer and an ice pick.
She was ready.
Seeming to know this, the phone rang. When she answered, a voice said:
‘I’m coming up.’
He was in the elevator now, floating silently up the iron throat of the house, fingering his accurate little mustache, adjusting his white summer evening coat and black tie. He would be smoothing his gray-blond hair, that handsome man of fifty still able to visit handsome women of thirtythree, fresh, convivial, ready for the wine and the rest of it.
‘You’re a faker!’ she whispered to the closed door a moment before he rapped.
‘Good evening, Martha,’ he said. ‘Are you just going to stand there, looking?’ She kissed him quietly. ‘Was that a kiss?’ he wondered, his blue eyes warmly amused. ‘Here.’ He gave her a better one.
Her eyes closed, she thought, is this different from last week, last month, last year? What makes me suspicious? Some little thing. Something she couldn’t even tell, it was so minor. He had changed subtly and drastically. So drastically in fact, so completely that she had begun to stay awake nights two months ago. She had taken to riding the helicopters at three in the morning out to the beach and back to see all-night films projected on the clouds near The Point, films that had been made way back in 1955, huge memories in the ocean mist over the dark waters, with the voices drifting in like gods’ voices with the tide. She was constantly tired.
‘Not much response.’ He held her away and surveyed her critically. ‘Is anything wrong, Martha?’
‘Nothing,’ she said. Everything she thought. You, she thought. Where are you tonight, Leonard? Who are you dancing with far away, or drinking with in an apartment on the other side of town, who are you being lovably polite with? For you most certainly are not here in this room, and I intend to prove it.
‘What’s this?’ he said, looking down. ‘A hammer? Have you been hanging pictures, Martha?’
‘No, I’m going to hit you with it,’ she said, and laughed.
‘Of course,’ he said, smiling. ‘Well, perhaps this will make you change your mind.’ He drew forth a plush case, inside which was a pearl necklace.
‘Oh, Leonard!’ She put it on with trembling fingers and turned to him, excited. ‘You are good to me.’
‘It’s nothing at all,’ he said.
At these times, she almost forgot her suspicions. She had everything with him, didn’t she? There was no sign of his losing interest, was there? Certainly not. He was just as kind and gentle and generous. He never came without something for her wrist or her finger. Why did she feel so lonely with him then? Why didn’t she feel with him? Perhaps it had started with that picture in the paper two months ago. A picture of him and Alice Summers in The Club on the night of April 17th. She hadn’t seen the picture until a month later and then she had spoken of it to him:
‘Leonard, you didn’t tell me you took Alice Summers to The Club on the night of April seventeenth.’
‘Didn’t I, Martha? Well, I did.’
‘But wasn’t that one of the nights you were here with me?’
‘I don’t see how it could have been. We have supper and play symphonies and drink wine until early morning.’
‘I’m sure you were here with me April seventeenth, Leonard.’
‘You’re a little drunk, my dear. Do you keep a diary?’
‘I’m not a child.’
‘There you are then. No diary, no record. I was here the night before or the night after. Come on now, Martha, drink up.’
But that hadn’t settled it. She had not gone to sleep that night with thinking and being positive he had been with her on April 17th. It was impossible, of course. He couldn’t be in two places.
They both stood looking down at the hammer on the floor. She picked it up and put it on a table. ‘Kiss me,’ she said, quite suddenly, for she wanted now, more than ever, to be certain of this thing. He evaded her and said, ‘First, the wine.’ ‘No,’ she insisted, and kissed him.
There it was. The difference. The little change. There was no way to tell anyone, or even describe it. It would be like trying to describe a rainbow to a blind man. But there was a subtle chemical difference to his kiss. It was no longer the kiss of Mr Leonard Hill. It approximated the kiss of Leonard Hill but was sufficiently different to set a subconscious wheel rolling in her. What would an analysis of the faint moisture on his lips reveal? Some bacterial lack? And as for the lips themselves, were or were they not harder, or softer, than before? Some small difference.
‘All right, now the wine,’ she said, and opened it. She poured his glass full. ‘Oh, will you get some mats from the kitchen to set them on?’ While he was gone she poured the strychnine in his glass. He returned with the mats to set the glasses on and picked up his drink.
‘To us,’ he said.
Good Lord, she thought, what if I’m wrong? What if this is really him? What if I’m just some wild paranoid sort of creature, really insane and not aware of it?
‘To us.’ She raised her glass.
He drained his at a gulp, as always. ‘My God,’ he said, wincing. ‘That’s horrible stuff. Where did you get it?’
‘At Modesti’s.’
‘Well, don’t get any more. Here, I’d better ring for more.’
‘Never mind, I have more in the refrigerator.’
When she brought the new bottle in, he was sitting there, clever and alive and fresh. ‘You look wonderful,’ she said.
‘Feel fine. You’re beautiful. I think I love you more tonight than ever.’
She waited for him to fall sidewise and stare the stare of the dead. ‘Here we go,’ he said, opening the second bottle.
When the second bottle was empty, an hour had passed. He was telling witty little stories and holding her hand and kissing her gently now and again. At last he turned to her and said, ‘You seem quiet tonight, Martha? Anything wrong?’
‘No,’ she said.
She had seen the news item last week, the item that had finally set her worrying and planning, that had explained her loneliness in his presence. About the Marionettes. Marionettes, Incorporated. Not that they really existed, surely not. But there was a rumor. Police were investigating.
Life-size marionettes, mechanical, stringless, secretive, duplicates of real people. One might buy them for ten thousand dollars on some distant black market. One could be measured for a replica of one’s self. If one grew weary of social functions, one could send the replica out to wine, to dine, to shake hands, to trade gossip with Mrs Rinehart on your left, Mr Simmons on your right, Miss Glenner across the table.
Think of the political tirades one might miss! Think of the bad shows one need never see. Think of the dull people one could snub without actually snubbing. And, last of all, think of the jeweled loved ones you could ignore, yet not ignore. What would a good slogan be? She Need Never Know? Don’t Tell Your Best Friends? It Walks, It Talks, It Sneezes, It Says ‘Mama’?
When she thought of this she became almost hysterical. Of course it had not been proven that such things as Marionettes existed. Just a sly rumor, with enough to it to make a sensitive person crawl with horror.
‘Abstracted again,’ he said, interrupting her quietness. ‘There you go, wandering off. What’s in that pretty head of yours?’
She looked at him. It was foolish; at any moment he might convulse and die. Then she would be sorry for her jealousy.
Without thinking, she said, ‘Your mouth; it tastes funny.’
‘Dear me,’ he said. ‘I shall have to see to that, eh?’
‘It’s tasted funny for some time.’
For the first time he seemed concerned. ‘Has it? I’m sorry. I’ll see my doctor.’
‘It’s not that important.’ She felt her heart beating quickly and she was cold. It was his mouth. After all, no matter how perfect chemists were, could they analyze and reproduce the exact taste? Hardly. Taste was individual. Taste was one thing to her, something else to another. That was where they had fallen down. She would not put up with it another minute. She walked over to the other couch, reached down and drew out the gun.
‘What’s that?’ he said, looking at it. ‘Oh my God,’ he laughed. ‘A gun. How dramatic.’
‘I’ve caught on to you,’ she said.
‘Is there anything to catch on to?’ he wanted to know, calmly, his mouth straight, his eyes twinkling.
‘You’ve been lying to me. You haven’t been here in eight weeks or more,’ she said.
‘Is that true? Where have I been then?’
‘With Alice Summers, I wouldn’t doubt. I’ll bet you’re with her right now.’
‘Is that possible?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know Alice Summers, I’ve never met her, but I think I’ll call her apartment right now.’
‘Do that,’ he said, looking straight at her.
‘I will,’ she said, moving to the phone. Her hand shook so that she could hardly dial information. While waiting for the number to come through she watched Leonard and he watched her with the eye of a psychiatrist witnessing a not-unusual phenomenon.
‘You are badly off,’ he said. ‘My dear Martha—’
‘Sit down!’
‘My dear Martha,’ he moved back in the couch, chuckling softly. ‘What have you been reading?’
‘About the Marionettes is all.’
‘That poppycock? Good God, Martha, I’m ashamed of you. It’s not true. I looked into it!’
‘What!’
‘Of course!’ he cried, in delight. ‘I have so many social obligations, and then my first wife came back from India as you know and demanded my time and I thought how fine it would be if I had a replica of myself made, as bait you might say, to turn my wife off my trail, to keep her busy, how nice, eh? But it was all false. Just me. I thought I needed a change. So I went on to Alice and tired of her. And went on to Helen Kingsley, you remember her, don’t you? And tired of her. And on to Ann Montgomery. And that didn’t last. Oh, Martha, there are at least six duplicates of me, mechanical hypocrites, ticking away tonight, in all parts of the town, keeping six people happy. And do you know what I am doing, the real I?
‘I’m home in bed early for the first time in thirty years, reading my little book of Montaigne’s essays and enjoying it and drinking a hot glass of chocolate milk and turning out the lights at ten o’clock. I’ve been asleep for an hour now, and I shall sleep the sleep of the innocent until morning and arise refreshed and free.’
‘Stop!’ she shrieked.
‘I’ve got to tell you,’ he said. ‘You’ve cut several of my ligaments with your bullets. I can’t get up. The doctors, if they came, would find me out anyway, I’m not that perfect. Perfect enough, but not that good. Oh, Martha, I didn’t want to hurt you. Believe me. I wanted only your happiness. That’s why I was so careful with my planned withdrawal. I spent fifteen thousand dollars for this replica, perfect in every detail. There are variables. The saliva for one. A regrettable error. It set you off. But you must know that I loved you.’
She would fall at any moment, writhing into insanity, she thought. He had to be stopped from talking.
‘And when I saw how the others loved me,’ he whispered to the ceiling, eyes wide, ‘I had to provide replicas for them, poor dears. They love me so. You won’t tell them, will you, Martha? Promise me you won’t give the show away. I’m a very tired old man, and I want only peace, a book, some milk and a lot of sleep. You won’t call them up and give it away?’
‘All this year, this whole year, I’ve been alone, alone every night,’ she said, the coldness filling her. ‘Talking to a mechanical horror! In love with nothingness! Alone all that time, when I could have been out with someone real!’
‘I can still love you, Martha.’
‘Oh God!’ she cried, and seized up the hammer.
‘Don’t, Martha!’
She smashed his head in and beat at his chest and his thrashing arms and wild legs. She beat at the soft head until steel shone through, and sudden explosions of wire and brass coggery showered about the room with metal tinkles.
‘I love you,’ said the man’s mouth. She struck it with the hammer and the tongue fell out. The glass eyes rolled on the carpet. She pounded at the thing until it was strewn like the remains of a child’s electric train on the floor. She laughed while she was doing it.
In the kitchen she found several cardboard boxes. She loaded the cogs and wires and metal into these and sealed the tops. Ten minutes later she had summoned the houseboy from below.
‘Deliver these packages to Mr Leonard Hill, 17 Elm Drive,’ she said, and tipped the boy. ‘Right now, tonight. Wake him up, tell him it’s a surprise package from Martha.’
‘A surprise package from Martha,’ said the boy.
After the door closed, she sat on the couch with the gun in her hand, turning it over and over, listening. The last thing she heard in her life was the sound of the packages being carried down the hall, the metal jingling softly, cog against cog, wire against wire, fading.
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The City
THE city waited twenty thousand years.
The planet moved through space and the flowers of the fields grew up and fell away, and still the city waited; and the rivers of the planet rose and waned and turned to dust. Still the city waited. The winds that had been young and wild grew old and serene, and the clouds of the sky that had been ripped and torn were left alone to drift in idle whitenesses. Still the city waited.
The city waited with its windows and its black obsidian walls and its sky towers and its unpennanted turrets, with its untrod streets and its untouched doorknobs, with not a scrap of paper or a fingerprint upon it. The city waited while the planet arced in space, following its orbit about a blue-white sun, and the seasons passed from ice to fire and back to ice and then to green fields and yellow summer meadows.
It was on a summer afternoon in the middle of the twenty thousandth year that the city ceased waiting.
In the sky a rocket appeared.
The rocket soared over, turned, came back, and landed in the shale meadow fifty yards from the obsidian wall.
There were booted footsteps in the thin grass and calling voices from men within the rocket to men without.
“Ready?”
“All right, men. Careful! Into the city. Jensen, you and Hutchinson patrol ahead. Keep a sharp eye.”
The city opened secret nostrils in its black walls and a steady suction vent deep in the body of the city drew storms of air back through channels, through thistle filters and dust collectors, to a fine and tremblingly delicate series of coils and webs which glowed with silver light. Again and again the immense suctions occurred; again and again the odors from the meadow were borne upon warm winds into the city.
“Fire odor, the scent of a fallen meteor, hot metal. A ship has come from another world. The brass smell, the dusty fire smell of burned powder, sulphur, and rocket brimstone.”
This information, stamped on tapes which sprocketed into slots, slid down through yellow cogs into further machines.
Click-chakk-chakk-chakk.
A calculator made the sound of a metronome. Five, six, seven, eight nine. Nine men! An instantaneous typewriter inked this message on tape which slithered and vanished.
Clickety-click-chakk-chakk.
The city awaited the soft tread of their rubberoid boots.
The great city nostrils dilated again.
The smell of butter. In the city air, from the stalking men, faintly, the aura which wafted to the great Nose broke down into memories of milk, cheese, ice cream, butter, the effluvium of a dairy economy.
Click-click.
“Careful, men!”
“Jones, get your gun out. Don’t be a fool!”
“The city’s dead; why worry?”
“You can’t tell.”
Now, at the barking talk, the Ears awoke. After centuries of listening to winds that blew small and faint, of hearing leaves strip from trees and grass grow softly in the time of melting snows, now the Ears oiled themselves in a self-lubrication, drew taut, great drums upon which the heartbeat of the invaders might pummel and thud delicately as the tremor of a gnat’s wing. The Ears listened and the Nose siphoned up great chambers of odor.
The perspiration of frightened men arose. There were islands of sweat under their arms, and sweat in their hands as they held their guns.
The Nose sifted and worried this air, like a connoisseur busy with an ancient vintage.
Chikk-chikk-chakk-click.
Information rotated down on parallel check tapes. Perspiration; chlorides such and such per cent; sulphates so-and-so; urea nitrogen, ammonia nitrogen,  thus:  creatinine, sugar, lactic acid,  there!
Bells rang. Small totals jumped up.
The Nose whispered, expelling the tested air. The great Ears listened:
“I think we should go back to the rocket, Captain.”
“I give the orders, Mr. Smith!”
“Yes, sir.”
“You, up there! Patrol! See anything?”
“Nothing, sir. Looks like it’s been dead a long time!”
“You see, Smith? Nothing to fear.”
“I don’t like it. I don’t know why. You ever feel you’ve seen a place before? Well, this city’s too familiar.”
“Nonsense. This planetary system’s billions of miles from Earth; we couldn’t possibly’ve been here ever before. Ours is the only light-year rocket in existence.”
“That’s how I feel, anyway, sir. I think we should get out.” The footsteps faltered. There was only the sound of the intruder’s breath on the still air.
The Ear heard and quickened. Rotors glided, liquids glittered in small creeks through valves and blowers. A formula and a concoction—one followed another. Moments later, responding to the summons of the Ear and Nose, through giant holes in the city walls a fresh vapor blew out over the invaders.
“Smell  that,  Smith? Ahh. Green grass. Ever smell anything better? By God, I just like to stand here and smell it.”
Invisible chlorophyll blew among the standing men.
“Ahh!”
The footsteps continued.
“Nothing wrong with  that,  eh, Smith? Come on!”
The Ear and Nose relaxed a billionth of a fraction. The countermove had succeeded. The pawns were proceeding forward.
Now the cloudy Eyes of the city moved out of fog and mist.
“Captain, the windows!”
“What?”
“Those house windows, there! I saw them move!”
“I  didn’t see it.”
“They shifted. They changed color. From dark to light.”
“Look like ordinary square windows to me.”
Blurred objects focused. In the mechanical ravines of the city oiled shafts plunged, balance wheels dipped over into green oil pools. The window frames flexed. The windows gleamed.
Below, in the street, walked two men, a patrol, followed, at a safe interval, by seven more. Their uniforms were white, their faces as pink as if they had been slapped; their eyes were blue. They walked upright, upon hind legs, carrying metal weapons. Their feet were booted. They were males, with eyes, ears, mouths, noses.
The windows trembled. The windows thinned. They dilated imperceptibly, like the irises of numberless eyes.
“I tell you, Captain, it’s the windows!”
“Get along.”
“I’m going back, sir.”
“What?”
“I’m going back to the rocket.”
“Mr. Smith!”
“I’m not falling into any trap!”
“Afraid of an empty city?”
The others laughed, uneasily.
“Go on, laugh!”
The street was stone-cobbled, each stone three inches wide, six inches long. With a move unrecognizable as such, the street settled. It weighed the invaders.
In a machine cellar a red wand touched a numeral: 178 pounds . . . 210, 154, 201, 198—each man weighed, registered and the record spooled down into a correlative darkness.
Now the city was fully awake!
Now the vents sucked and blew air, the tobacco odor from the invaders’ mouths, the green soap scent from their hands. Even their eyeballs had a delicate odor. The city detected it, and this information formed totals which scurried down to total other totals. The crystal windows glittered, the Ear tautened and skinned the drum of its hearing tight, tighter—all of the senses of the city swarming like a fall of unseen snow, counting the respiration and the dim hidden heartbeats of the men, listening, watching, tasting.
For the streets were like tongues, and where the men passed, the taste of their heels ebbed down through stone pores to be calculated on litmus. This chemical totality, so subtly collected, was appended to the now increasing sums waiting the final calculation among the whirling wheels and whispering spokes.
Footsteps. Running.
“Come back! Smith!”
“No, blast you!”
“Get him, men!”
Footsteps rushing.
A final test. The city, having listened, watched, tasted, felt, weighed, and balanced, must perform a final task.
A trap flung wide in the street. The captain, unseen to the others, running, vanished.
Hung by his feet, a razor drawn across his throat, another down his chest, his carcass instantly emptied of its entrails, exposed upon a table under the street, in a hidden cell, the captain died. Great crystal microscopes stared at the red twines of muscle; bodiless fingers probed the still pulsing heart. The flaps of his sliced skin were pinned to the table while hands shifted parts of his body like a quick and curious player of chess, using the red pawns and the red pieces.
Above on the street the men ran. Smith ran, men shouted. Smith shouted, and below in this curious room blood flowed into capsules, was shaken, spun, shoved on smear slides under further microscopes, counts made, temperatures taken, heart cut in seventeen sections, liver and kidneys expertly halved. Brain was drilled and scooped from bone socket, nerves pulled forth like the dead wires of a switchboard, muscles plucked for elasticity, while in the electric subterrene of the city the Mind at last totaled out its grandest total and all of the machinery ground to a monstrous and momentary halt.
The total.
These  are  men. These  are  men from a far world, a  certain  planet, and they have certain eyes, certain ears, and they walk upon legs in a specified way and carry weapons and think and fight, and they have particular hearts and all such organs as are recorded from long ago.
Above, men ran down the street toward the rocket.
Smith ran.
The total.
These are our enemies. These arc the ones we have waited for twenty thousand years to see again. These are the men upon whom we waited to visit revenge. Everything totals. These are the men of a planet called Earth, who declared war upon Taollan twenty thousand years ago, who kept us in slavery and ruined us and destroyed us with a great disease. Then they went off to live in another galaxy to escape that disease which they visited upon us after ransacking our world. They have forgotten that war and that time, and they have forgotten us. But we have not forgotten them. These are our enemies. This is certain. Our waiting is done.
“Smith, come back!”
Quickly. Upon the red table, with the spread-eagled captain’s body empty, new hands began a fight of motion. Into the wet interior were placed organs of copper, brass, silver, aluminum, rubber and silk; spiders spun gold web which was stung into the skin; a heart was attached, and into the skull case was fitted a platinum brain which hummed and fluttered small sparkles of blue fire, and the wires led down through the body to the arms and legs. In a moment the body was sewn tight, the incisions waxed, healed at neck and throat and about the skull—perfect, fresh, new.
The captain sat up and flexed his arms.
“Stop!”
On the street the captain reappeared, raised his gun and fired. Smith fell, a bullet in his heart.
The other men turned.
The captain ran to them.
“That fool! Afraid of a city!”
They looked at the body of Smith at their feet.
They looked at their captain, and their eyes widened and narrowed.
“Listen to me,” said the captain. “I have something important to tell you.”
Now the city, which had weighed and tasted and smelled them, which had used all its powers save one, prepared to use its final ability, the power of speech. It did not speak with the rage and hostility of its massed walls or towers, nor with the bulk of its cobbled avenues and fortresses of machinery. It spoke with the quiet voice of one man.
“I am no longer your captain,” he said. “Nor am I a man.”
The men moved back.
“I am the city,” he said, and smiled.
“I’ve waited two hundred centuries,” he said. “I’ve waited for the sons of the Sons of the sons to return.”
“Captain, sir!”
“Let me continue. Who built me? The city. The men who died built me. The old race who once lived here. The people whom the Earthmen left to die of a terrible disease, a form of leprosy with no cure. And the men of that old race, dreaming of the day when Earthmen might return, built this city, and the name of this city was and is Revenge, upon the planet of Darkness, near the shore of the Sea of Centuries, by the Mountains of the Dead; all very poetic. This city was to be a balancing machine, a litmus, an antenna to test all future space travelers. In twenty thousand years only two other rockets landed here. One from a distant galaxy called Ennt, and the inhabitants of that craft were tested, weighed, found wanting, and let free, unscathed, from the city. As were the visitors in the second ship. But today! At long last, you’ve come! The revenge will be carried out to the last detail. Those men have been dead two hundred centuries, but they left a city here to welcome you.
“Captain, sir, you’re not feeling well. Perhaps you’d better come back to the ship, sir.”
The city trembled.
The pavements opened and the men fell, screaming. Falling, they saw bright razors flash to meet them!
Time passed. Soon came the call:
“Smith?”
“Here!”
“Jensen?”
“Here!”
“Jones, Hutchinson, Springer?”
“Here, here, here!”
They stood by the door of the rocket.
“We return to Earth immediately.”
“Yes, sir!”
The incisions on their necks were invisible, as were their hidden brass hearts and silver organs and the fine golden wire of their nerves. There was a faint electric hum from their heads.
“On the double!”
Nine men hurried the golden bombs of disease culture into the rocket.
“These are to be dropped on Earth.”
“Right, sir!”
The rocket valve slammed. The rocket jumped into the sky. As the thunder faded, the city lay upon the summer meadow.
Its glass eyes were dulled over. The Ear relaxed, the great nostril vents stopped, the streets no longer weighed or balanced, and the hidden machinery paused in its bath of oil.
In the sky the rocket dwindled.
Slowly, pleasurably, the city enjoyed the luxury of dying.
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The Cold Wind and the Warm
‘Good God in heaven, what’s that?’
‘What’s what?’
‘Are you blind, man, look!’
And Garrity, elevator operator, looked out to see what the hall porter was staring at.
And in out of the Dublin morn, sweeping through the front doors of the Royal Hibernian Hotel, along the entryway and to the registry was a tall willowy man of some forty years followed by five short willowy youths of some twenty years, a burst of bird song, their hands flapping all about on the air as they passed, their eyes squinching, batting, and flickering, their mouths pursed, their brows enlightened and then dark, their color flushed and then pale, or was it both?, their voices now flawless piccolo, now flute, now melodious oboe but always tuneful. Carrying six monologues, all sprayed forth upon each other at once, in a veritable cloud of self-commiseration, peeping and twitting the discouragements of travel and the ardors of weather, thecorps de balletas it were flew, cascaded, flowed eloquently in a greater bloom of cologne by astonished hall porter and transfixed elevator man. They collided deliciously to a halt at the desk where the manager glanced up to be swarmed over by their music. His eyes made nice round o’s with no centers in them.
‘What,’ whispered Garrity, ‘was that?’
‘You may well ask,’ said the porter.
At which point the elevator lights flashed and the buzzer buzzed. Garrity had to tear his eyes off the summery crowd and heft himself skyward.
‘We,’ said the tall slender man with a touch of gray at the temples, ‘should like a room, please.’
The manager remembered where he was and heard himself say, ‘Do you have reservations, sir?’
‘Dear me, no,’ said the older man as the others giggled. ‘We flew in unexpectedly from Taormina,’ the tall man with the chiseled features and the moist flower mouth continued. ‘We were getting so awfully bored, after a long summer, and someone said, Let’s have a complete change, let’s do something wild. What? I said. Well, where’s the most improbable place in the world? Let’s name it and go there. Somebody said the North Pole, but that was silly. Then I cried, Ireland! Everyone fell down. When the pandemonium ceased we just scrambled for the airport. Now sunshine and Sicilian shorelines are like yesterday’s lime sherbet to us, all melted to nothing. And here we are to do … somethingmysterious!’
‘Mysterious?’ asked the manager.
‘We don’t know what it is,’ said the tall man. ‘But we shall know it when we see it, or it happens, or perhaps we shall have to make it happen, right, cohorts?’
The cohorts responded with something vaguely like tee-hee.
‘Perhaps,’ said the manager, with good grace, ‘if you gave me some idea what you’re looking for in Ireland, I could point out—’
‘Goodness, no,’ said the tall man. ‘We shall just plummet forth with our intuitions scarved about our necks, taking the wind as ’twere and see what we shall tune in on. When we solve the mystery and find what we came to find, you will know of our discovery by the ululations and cries of awe and wonder emanating from our small tourist group.’
‘You can saythatagain,’ said the hall porter, under his breath.
‘Well, comrades, let us sign in.’
The leader of the encampment reached for a scratchy hotel pen, found it filthy, and flourished forth his own absolutely pure 14-carat solid gold pen with which in an obscure but rather pretty cerise calligraphy he inscribed the name DAVID followed by SNELL followed by dash and ending with ORKNEY. Beneath, he added ‘and friends.’
The manager watched the pen, fascinated, and once more recalled his position in all this. ‘But, sir, I haven’t said if we have space—’
‘Oh, surely you must, for six miserable wanderers in sore need of respite from overfriendly airline stewardesses – one room would do it!’
‘One?’ said the manager, aghast.
‘We wouldn’t mind the crowd, would we, chums?’ asked the older man, not looking at his friends.
No, they wouldn’t mind.
‘Well,’ said the manager, uneasily fumbling at the registry. ‘We just happen to have two adjoining—’
‘Perfecto!’cried David Snell-Orkney.
And the registration finished, the manager behind the desk and the visitors from a far place stood regarding each other in a prolonged silence. At last the manager blurted, ‘Porter! Front! Take these gentlemen’s luggage—’
But just then the hall porter ran over to look at the floor.
Where there was no luggage.
‘No, no, none.’ David Snell-Orkney airily waved his hand. ‘We travel light. We’re here only for twenty-four hours, or perhaps only twelve, with a change of underwear stuffed in our overcoats. Then back to Sicily and warm twilights. If you want me to pay in advance—’
‘That won’t be necessary,’ said the manager, handing the keys to the hall porter. ‘Forty-six and forty-seven, please.’
‘It’s done,’ said the porter.
And like a collie dog silently nipping the hooves of some woolly long-haired, bleating, dumbly smiling sheep, he herded the lovely bunch toward the elevator which wafted down just at that precise moment.
At the desk, the manager’s wife came up, steel-eyed behind him. ‘Are you mad?’ she whispered, wildly. ‘Why? Why?’
‘All my life,’ said the manager, half to himself, ‘I have wished to see not one Communist but ten close by, not two Nigerians but twenty in their skins, not three cowboy Americans but a gross fresh from the saddle. So when six hothouse roses come in a bouquet, I could not resist potting them. The Dublin winter is long, Meg; this may be the only lit fuse in the whole year. Stand by for the lovely concussion.’
‘Fool,’ she said.
As they watched, the elevator, freighted with hardly more than the fluff from a blown dandelion, whisked up the shaft, away.
It was exactly at high noon that a series of coincidences occurred that tottered and swerved toward the miraculous.
Now the Royal Hibernian Hotel lies half between Trinity College, if you’ll excuse the mention, and St. Stephen’s Green, which is more like it, and around behind is Grafton Street, where you can buy silver, glass, and linen, or pink hacking coats, boots, and caps to ride off to the goddamned hounds, or better still duck in to Heeber Finn’s pub for a proper proportion of drink and talk – an hour of drink to two hours of talk is about the best prescription.
Now the boys most often seen in Finn’s are these: Nolan, you know Nolan; Timulty, who could forget Timulty; Mike MaGuire, surelyeveryone’sfriend; then there’s Hannahan, Flaherty, Kilpatrick, and, on occasion, when God seems a bit untidy and Job comes to mind, Father Liam Leary himself, who strides in like Justice and glides forth like Mercy.
Well, that’s the lot, and it’s high noon, and out of the Hibernian Hotel front who should come now but Snell-Orkney and his canary five.
Which resulted in the first of a dumbfounding series of confrontations.
For passing below, sore torn between the sweet shops and Heeber Finn’s, wasTimultyhimself.
Timulty, as you recall, when Blight, Famine, Starvation, and other mean Horsemen drive him, works a day here or there at the post office. Now, idling along between dread employments, he smelled a smell as if the gates of Eden had swung wide again and him invited back in after a hundred million years. So Timulty looked up to see what made the wind blow out of the Garden.
And the wind, of course, was in tumult about Snell-Orkney and his uncaged pets.
‘I tell you,’ said Timulty, years later, ‘I felt my eyes start as if I’d been given a good bash on the skull. A new part ran down the center of my hair.’
Timulty, frozen to the spot, watched the Snell-Orkney delegation flow down the steps and around the corner. At which point he decided on sweeter things than candy and rushed the long way to Finn’s.
At that instant, rounding the corner, Mr David Snell-Orkney-plus-five passed a beggar-lady playing a harp in the street. And there, with nothing else to do but dance the time away, was Mike MaGuire himself, flinging his feet about in a self-involved rigadoon to ‘Lightly o’er the Lea.’ Dancing, Mike MaGuire heard a sound that was like the passing by of warm weather from the Hebrides. It was not quite a twittering nor a whirr, and it was not unlike a pet shop when the bell tinkles as you step in and a chorus of parakeets and doves start up in coos and light shrieks. But hear he did, above the sound of his own shoes and the pringle of harp. He froze in mid-jig.
As David Snell-Orkney-plus-five swept by all tropic smiled and gave him a wave.
Before he knew what he was doing, Mike waved back, then stopped and seized his wounded hand to his breast. ‘What the hell am I waving for?’ he cried to no one. ‘I don’t know them,doI?’
‘Ask God for strength!’ said the harpist to her harp and flung her fingers down the strings.
Drawn as by some strange new vacuum cleaner that swept all before it, Mike followed the Team down the street.
Which takes care of two senses now, the sense of smell and the use of the ears.
It was at thenextcorner that Nolan, leaving Finn’s pub because of an argument with Finn himself, came around the bend fast and ran bang into David Snell-Orkney. Both swayed and grabbed each other for support.
‘Top of the afternoon!’ said David Snell-Orkney.
‘The Back Side of Something!’ replied Nolan, and fell away, gaping to let the circus by. He had a terrible urge to rush back to Finn’s. His fight with the owner of the pub was obliterated. He wished now to report upon this fell encounter with a feather duster, a Siamese cat, a spoiled Pekingese, and three others gone ghastly frail from undereating and over-washing.
The six stopped outside the pub looking up at the sign.
Ah, God, thought Nolan. They’re going in. What willcomeof it? Who do I warn first? Them? Or Finn?
Then, the door opened. Finn himself looked out. Damn, thought Nolan, that spoils it! Now we won’t be allowed to describe this adventure. It will be Finn this, Finn that, and shut up to us all! There was a long moment when Snell-Orkney and his cohorts looked at Finn. Finn’s eyes did not fasten on them. He looked above. He looked over. He looked beyond.
But hehadseen them, this Nolan knew. For now a lovely thing happened.
All the color went out of Finn’s face.
Then an even lovelier thing happened.
All the color rushed back into Finn’s face.
Why, cried Nolan to himself, he’s …blushing!
But still Finn refused to look anywhere save the sky, the lamps, the street, until Snell-Orkney trilled, ‘Sir, which way to St. Stephen’s Green?’
‘Jesus,’ said Finn and turned away. ‘Who knowswherethey put it,thisweek!’ and slammed the door.
The six went on up the street, all smiles and delight, and Nolan was all for heaving himself through the door when a worse thing happened.
Garrity, the elevator operator from the Royal Hibernian Hotel, whipped across the sidewalk from nowhere. His face ablaze with excitement, he ran first into Finn’s to spread the word.
By the time Nolan was inside, and Timulty rushing in next, Garrity was all up and down the length of the bar while Finn stood behind it suffering concussions from which he had not as yet recovered.
‘It’s a shame you missed it!’ cried Garrity to all. ‘I mean it was the next thing to one of them fiction-and-science fillums they show at the Gayety Cinema!’
‘How do you mean?’ asked Finn, shaken out of his trance.
‘Nothingthey weigh!’ Garrity told them. ‘Lifting them in the elevator was throwing a handful of chaff up a chimney! And you should haveheard. They’re here in Ireland for …’ He lowered his voice and squinched his eyes. ‘… formysterious reasons!’
‘Mysterious!’ Everyone leaned in at him.
‘They’ll put no name to it, but, mark my declaration, they’re up to no good! Have you ever seen the like?’
‘Not since the great fire at the convent,’ said Finn. ‘I—’
But the word ‘convent’ seemed one more magic touch. The doors sprang wide at this. Father Leary entered in reverse. That is to say he backed into the pub one hand to his cheek as if the Fates had dealt him a proper blow unbewares.
Reading the look of his spine, the men shoved their noses in their drinks until such time as the father had put a bit of the brew into himself, still staring as if the door were the gates of Hell ajar.
‘Beyond,’ said the father, at last, ‘not two minutes gone, I saw a sight as would be hard to credit. In all the days of her collecting up the grievances of the world, has Ireland indeed gone mad?’
Finn refilled the priest’s glass. ‘Was you standing in the blast ofThe Invaders from the Planet Venus, Father?’
‘Have you seen them, then, Finn?’ the father said.
‘Yes, and do you guess them bad, your Holiness?’
‘It’s not so much bad or good as strange andoutré, Finn, and words like rococo, I should guess, and baroque if you go with my drift?’
‘I lie easy in the tide, sir.’
‘When last seen, where heading?’ asked Timulty.
‘On the edge of the Green,’ said the priest. ‘You don’t imagine there’ll be a bacchanal in the park now?’
‘The weather won’t allow, beg your pardon, Father,’ said Nolan, ‘but it strikes me, instead of standing with the gab in our mouth we should be out on the spy—’
‘You move against my ethics,’ said the priest.
‘A drowning man clutches at anything,’ said Nolan, ‘and ethics may drown with him ifthat’swhat he grabs instead of a lifebelt.’
‘Off the Mount, Nolan,’ said the priest, ‘and enough of the Sermon. What’s your point?’
‘The point is, Father, we have had no such influx of honorary Sicilians since the mind boggles to remember. For all we know, at this moment, they may be reading aloud to Mrs Murphy, Miss Clancy, or Mrs O’Hanlan in the midst of the park. And reading aloud fromwhat, I ask you?’
‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol?’asked Finn.
‘You have rammed the target and sunk the ship,’ said Nolan, mildly irritated the point had been plucked from him. ‘How do we know these imps out of bottles are not selling real-estate tracts in a place called Fire Island? Have youheardof it, Father?’
‘The American gazettes come often to my table, man.’
‘Well, do you remember the great hurricane of nineteen-and-fifty-six when the waves washed over Fire Island there in New York? An uncle of mine, God save his sanity and sight, was with the Coast Guard there which evacuated the entirety of the population of Fire Island. It was worse than the twice-a-year showing at Fennelly’s dressworks, he said. It was more terrible than a Baptist Convention. Ten thousand men came rushing down to the stormy shore carrying bolts of drape material, cages full of parakeets, tomato-and-tangerine-colored sport coats, and lime-colored shoes. It was the most tumultuous scene since Hieronymus Bosch laid down his palette after he painted Hell for all generations to come. You do not easily evacuate ten thousand Venetian-glass boyos with their great blinky cow-eyes and their phonograph symphonic records in their hands and their rings in their ears, without tearing down the middle. My uncle, soon after, took to the heavy drink.’
‘Tell usmoreabout that night,’ said Kilpatrick, entranced.
‘More, hell,’ said the priest. ‘Out, I say. Surround the park. Keep your eyes peeled. And meet me back here in an hour.’
‘That’s more like it,’ cried Kelly. ‘Let’sreallysee what dread thing they’re up to!’
The doors banged wide.
On the sidewalk, the priest gave directions. ‘Kelly, Murphy, you around the north side of the park. Timulty, you to the south. Nolan and Garrity, the east; Moran, MaGuire, and Kilpatrick, the west. Git!’ But somehow or other in all the ruction, Kelly and Murphy wound up at the Four Shamrocks pub halfway to the Green and fortified themselves for the chase, and Nolan and Moran each met their wives on the street and had to run the other way, and MaGuire and Kilpatrick, passing the Elite Cinema and hearing Lawrence Tibbett singing inside, cadged their way in for a few half-used cigarettes.
So it wound up with just two, Garrity on the east and Timulty on the south side of the park, looking in at the visitors from another world.
After half an hour of freezing weather, Garrity stomped up to Timulty and said, ‘What’swrongwith the fiends? They’re juststandingthere in the midst of the park. They haven’t moved half the afternoon. And it’s cut to the bone is my toes. I’ll nip around to the hotel, warm up, and rush back to stand guard with you, Tim.’
‘Take your time,’ called Timulty in a strange sad wandering, philosophical voice as the other charged away.
Left alone, Timulty walked in and sat for a full hour watching the six men who, as before, did not move. You might almost have thought to see Timulty there, with his eyes brooding, and, his mouth gone into a tragic crease, that he was some Irish neighbor of Kant or Schopenhauer, or had just read something by a poet or thought of a song that declined his spirits. And when at last the hour was up and he had gathered his thoughts like a handful of cold pebbles, he turned and made his way out of the park. Garrity was there, pounding his feet and swinging his hands but before he could explode with questions, Timulty pointed in and said, ‘Go sit. Look. Think. Thenyoutellme.’
Everyone at Finn’s looked up sheepishly when Timulty made his entrance. The priest was still off on errands around the city, and after a few walks about the Green to assuage their consciences, all had returned, nonplussed, to intelligence headquarters.
‘Timulty!’ they cried. ‘Tell us! What? What?’
Timulty took his time walking to the bar and sipping his drink. Silently, he observed his own image remotely buried beneath the lunar ice of the barroom mirror. He turned the subject this way. He twisted it inside out. He put it back wrong-side-to. Then he shut his eyes and said:
‘It strikes me as how—’
Yes, said all silently, about him.
‘From a lifetime of travel and thought, it comes to the top of my mind,’ Timulty went on, ‘there is a strange resemblance between the likes of them and the likes of us.’
There was such a gasp as changed the scintillation, the goings and comings of light in the prisms of the little chandeliers over the bar. When the schools of fish-light had stopped swarming at this exhalation, Nolan cried, ‘Do you mind putting your hat on so I can knock it off!?’
‘Consider,’ Timulty calmly said. ‘Are we or are we not great ones for the poem and the song?’
Another kind of gasp went through the crowd. There was a warm burst of approval. ‘Oh, sure, we’rethat!’ ‘My God, isthatall you’re up to?’ ‘We were afraid—’
‘Hold it!’ Timulty raised a hand, eyes still closed.
And all shut up.
‘If we’re not singing the songs, we’re writing them, and if not writing, dancing them, and aren’ttheyfond admirers of the song and the writing of same and the dancing out the whole? Well, just now, I heard them at a distance reciting poems and singing, to themselves, in the Green.’
Timulty had something there. Everyone had to paw everybody and admit it.
‘Do you find anyotherresemblances?’ asked Finn, heavily, glowering.
‘I do,’ said Timulty, with a judge’s manner.
There was a still more fascinated indraw of breath and the crowd drew nearer.
‘They do not mind a drink now and then,’ said Timulty.
‘By God, he’s right!’ cried Murphy.
‘Also,’ intoned Timulty, ‘they do not marry until very late, if ever at all! And—’
But here the tumult was such he had to wait for it to subside before he could finish:
‘And they – ah – have very little to do with women.’
After that there was a great clamor, a yelling and shoving about and ordering of drinks and someone invited Timulty outside. But Timulty wouldn’t even lift one eyelid, and the brawler was held off and when everyone had a new drink in them and the near-fistfights had drained away, one loud clear voice, Finn’s, declared:
‘Now would you mind explaining the criminal comparison you have just made in the clean air of my honorable pub?’
Timulty sipped his drink slowly and then at last opened his eyes and looked at Finn steadily, and said, with a clear bell-trumpet tone and wondrous enunciation:
‘Where in all of Ireland can a man lie down with a woman?’
He let that sink in.
‘Three hundred twenty-nine days a damn year it rains. The rest it’s so wet there’s no dry piece, no bit of land you would dare trip a woman out flat on for fear of her taking root and coming up in leaves, do you deny that?’
The silence did not deny.
‘So when it comes to places to do sinful evils and perform outrageous acts of the flesh, it’s to Arabia the poor damn fool Irishman must take himself. It’s Arabian dreams we have, of warm nights, dry land, and a decent place not just to sit down but to lie down on, and not just lie down on but to roister joyfully about on in clinches and clenches of outrageous delight.’
‘Ah, Jaisus,’ said Flynn, ‘you can saythatagain.’
‘Ah, Jaisus,’ said everyone, nodding.
‘That’s number one.’ Timulty ticked it off on his fingers. ‘Place is lacking. Then, second, time and circumstances. For say you should sweet talk a fair girl into the field, eh? in her rainboots and slicker and her shawl over her head and her umbrella over that and you making noises like a stuck pig half over the sty gate, which means you’ve got one hand in her bosom and the other wrestling with her boots, which is as far as you’ll damn well get, for who’s standing there behind you, and you feel his sweet spearmint breath on your neck?’
‘The father from the local parish?’ offered Garrity.
‘The father from the local parish,’ said everyone, in despair.
‘There’s nails number two and three in the cross on which all Ireland’s males hang crucified,’ said Timulty.
‘Go on, Timulty, go on.’
‘Those fellows visiting here from Sicily run in teams.Werun in teams. Here we are, the gang, in Finn’s, are wenot?’
‘Be damned and we are!’
‘Theylook sad and are melancholy half the time and then spitting like happy demons the rest, either up or down, never in between, and who doesthatremind you of?’
Everyone looked in the mirror and nodded.
‘If we had the choice,’ said Timulty, ‘to go home to the dire wife and the dread mother-in-law and the old-maid sister all sour sweats and terrors, or stay here in Finn’s for one more song or one more drink or one more story,whichwould all of us men choose?’
Silence.
‘Think on that,’ said Timulty. ‘Answer the truth. Resemblances. Similarities. The long list of them runs off one hand and up the other arm. And well worth the mulling over before we leap about crying Jaisus and Mary and summoning the Guard.’
Silence.
‘I,’ said someone, after a long while, strangely, curiously, ‘would like … to see them closer.’
‘I think you’ll get your wish. Hist!’
All froze in a tableau.
And far off they heard a faint and fragile sound. It was like the wondrous morning you wake and lie in bed and know by a special feel that the first fall of snow is in the air, on its way down, tickling the sky, making the silence to stir aside and fall back in on nothing.
‘Ah, God,’ said Finn, at last, ‘it’s the first day of spring …’
And it was that, too. First the dainty snowfall of feet drifting on the cobbles, and then a choir of bird song.
And along the sidewalk and down the street and outside the pub came the sounds that were winterandspring. The doors sprang wide. The men reeled back from the impact of the meeting to come. They steeled their nerves. They balled their fists. They geared their teeth in their anxious mouths, and into the pub like children come into a Christmas place and everything a bauble or a toy, a special gift or color, there stood the tall thin older man who looked young and the small thin younger men who had old things in their eyes. The sound of snowfall stopped. The sound of spring birds ceased.
The strange children herded by the strange shepherd found themselves suddenly stranded as if they sensed a pulling away of a tide of people, even though the men at the bar had flinched but the merest hair.
The children of a warm isle regarded the short child-size and runty fullgrown men of this cold land and the full-grown men looked back in mutual assize.
Timulty and the men at the bar breathed long and slow. You could smell the terrible clean smell of the children way over here. There was too much spring in it.
Snell-Orkney and his young-old boy-men breathed swiftly as the heartbeats of birds trapped in a cruel pair of fists. You could smell the dusty, impacted, prolonged, and dark-clothed smell of the little men way over here. There was too much winter in it.
Each might have commented upon the other’s choice of scent, but—
At this moment the double doors at the side banged wide and Garrity charged in full-blown, crying the alarm:
‘Jesus, I’ve seen everything! Do you know where they arenow, and whatdoing?’
Every hand at the bar flew up to shush him.
By the startled look in their eyes, the intruders knew they were being shouted about.
‘They’re still at St. Stephen’s Green!’ Garrity, on the move, saw naught that was before him. ‘I stopped by the hotel to spread the news. Now it’s your turn. Those fellows—’
‘Those fellows,’ said David Snell-Orkney, ‘are here in—’ He hesitated.
‘Heeber Finn’s pub,’ said Heeber Finn, looking at his shoes.
‘Heeber Finn’s,’ said the tall man, nodding his thanks.
‘Where,’ said Garrity, gone miserable, ‘we will all be having a drink instantly.’
He flung himself at the bar.
But the six intruders were moving, also. They made a small parade to either side of Garrity and just by being amiably there made him hunch three inches smaller.
‘Good afternoon,’ said Snell-Orkney.
‘It is and it isn’t,’ said Finn, carefully, waiting.
‘It seems,’ said the tall man surrounded by the little boy-men, ‘there is much talk about what we are doing in Ireland.’
‘That would be putting the mildest interpretation on it,’ said Finn.
‘Allow me to explain,’ said the stranger.
‘Have you ever,’ continued Mr David Snell-Orkney, ‘heard of the Snow Queen and the Summer King?’
Several jaws trapped wide down.
Someone gasped as if booted in the stomach.
Finn, after a moment in which he considered just where a blow might have landed upon him, poured himself a long slow drink with scowling precision. He took a stiff snort of the stuff and with the fire in his mouth, replied, carefully, letting the warm breath out over his tongue:
‘Ah …whatQueen is that again,andthe King?’
‘Well,’ said the tall pale man, ‘there was this Queen who lived in Iceland who had never seen summer, and this King who lived in the Isles of Sun who had never seen winter. The people under the King almost died of heat in the summers, and the people under the Snow Queen almost died of ice in the winters. But the people of both countries were saved from their terrible weathers. The Snow Queen and the Sun King met and fell in love and every summer when the sun killed people in the islands they moved North to the lands of ice and lived temperately. And every winter when the snow killed people in the North, all of the Snow Queen’s people moved South and lived in the mild island sun. So there were no longer two nations, two peoples, butonerace which commuted from land to land with the strange weathers and wild seasons.The end.’
There was a round of applause, not from the canary boys, but from the men lined up at the bar who had been spelled. Finn saw his own hands out clapping on the air, and put them down. The others saw their own hands and dropped them.
But Timulty summed it up, ‘God, if you only had a brogue! What a teller of tales you would make.’
‘Many thanks, many thanks,’ said David Snell-Orkney.
‘All of which brings us around to the point of the story,’ Finn said. ‘I mean, well, about that Queen and the King and all.’
‘The point is,’ said Snell-Orkney, ‘that we have not seen a leaf fall in five years. We hardly know a cloud when we see it. We have not felt snow in ten years, or hardly a drop of rain. Our story is the reverse. We must have rain or we’ll perish, right, chums?’
‘Oh, yes, right,’ said all five, in a sweet chirruping.
‘We have followed summer around the world for six or seven years. We have lived in Jamaica and Nassau and Port-au-Prince and Calcutta, and Madagascar and Bali and Taormina but finally just today we said we must go north, we must have cold again. We didn’t quite know what we were looking for, but we found it in St. Stephen’s Green.’
‘Themysteriousthing?’ Nolan burst out. ‘I mean—’
‘Your friend here will tell you,’ said the tall man.
‘Ourfriend? You mean – Garrity?’
Everyone looked at Garrity.
‘As I was going to say,’ said Garrity, ‘when I came in the door. They was in the park standing there …watching the leaves turn colors.’
‘Is thatall?’ said Nolan, dismayed.
‘It seemed sufficient unto the moment,’ said Snell-Orkney.
‘Arethe leaves changing color up at St. Stephen’s?’ asked Kilpatrick.
‘Do you know,’ said Timulty numbly, ‘it’s been twenty years since Ilooked.’
‘The most beautiful sight in all the world,’ said David Snell-Orkney, ‘lies up in the midst of St. Stephen’s this very hour.’
‘He speaks deep,’ murmured Nolan.
‘The drinks are on me,’ said David Snell-Orkney.
‘He’s touchedbottom,’ said MaGuire.
‘Champagne all around!’
‘Don’t mind if I do!’ said everyone.
And not ten minutes later they were all up at the park, together.
And well now, as Timulty said years after, did you ever see as many damned leaves on a tree as there was on the first tree just inside the gate at St. Stephen’s Green? No! cried all. And what, though, about thesecondtree? Well, that had abillionleaves on it. And the more they looked the more they saw it was a wonder. And Nolan went around craning his neck so hard he fell over on his back and had to be helped up by two or three others, and there were general exhalations of awe and proclamations of devout inspiration as to the fact that as far as they could remember there had neverbeenany goddamn leaves on the trees to begin with, but now they were there! Or if they had been there they hadneverhad any color, or if theyhadhad color, well, it was so long ago … Ah, what the hell, shut up, said everyone, and look!
Which is exactly what Nolan and Timulty and Kelly and Kilpatrick and Garrity and Snell-Orkney and his friends did for the rest of the declining afternoon. For a fact, autumn had taken the country, and the bright flags were out by the millions through the park.
Which is exactly where Father Leary found them.
But before he could say anything, three out of the six summer invaders asked him if he would hear their confessions.
And next thing you know with a look of great pain and alarm the father was taking Snell-Orkney & Co. back to see the stained glass at the church and the way the apse was put together by a master architect, and they liked his church so much and said so out loud again and again that he cut way down on their Hail Marys and the rigmaroles that went with.
But the top of the entire day was when one of the young-old boy-men back at the pub asked what would it be? Should he sing ‘Mother Machree’ or ‘My Buddy’?
Arguments followed, and with polls taken and results announced, he sangboth.
He had a dear voice, all said, eyes melting bright. A sweet high clear voice.
And as Nolan put it, ‘He wouldn’t make much of a son. But there’s a great daughter there somewhere!’
And all said ‘aye’ to that.
And suddenly it was time to leave.
‘But great God!’ said Finn, ‘you just arrived!’
‘We found what we came for, there’s no need to stay,’ announced the tall sad happy old young man. ‘It’s back to the hothouse with the flowers … or they wilt overnight. We never stay. We are always flying and jumping and running. We are always on the move.’
The airport being fogged-in, there was nothing for it but the birds cage themselves on the Dun Laoghaire boat bound for England, and there was nothing for it but the inhabitants of Finn’s should be down at the dock to watch them pull away in the middle of the evening. There they stood, all six, on the top deck, waving their thin hands down, and there stood Timulty and Nolan and Garrity and the rest waving their thick hands up. And as the boat hooted and pulled away the keeper-of-the-birds nodded once, and winged his right hand on the air and all sang forth:‘As I was walking through Dublin City, about the hour of twelve at night, I saw a maid, so fair was she … combing her hair by candlelight.’
‘Jesus,’ said Timulty, ‘do youhear?’
‘Sopranos, everyoneof them!’ cried Nolan.
‘Not Irish sopranos, but realrealsopranos,’ said Kelly.
‘Damn, why didn’t theysay? If we’d known, we’d have had a good hour ofthatout of them before the boat.’
Timulty nodded and added, listening to the music float over the waters. ‘Strange. Strange. I hate to see themgo. Think. Think. For a hundred years or more people have said we had none. But now they have returned, if but for a little time.’
‘We had none ofwhat?’ asked Garrity. ‘Andwhatreturned?’
‘Why,’ said Timulty, ‘the fairies, of course, the fairies that once lived in Ireland, and live here no more, but who came this day and changed our weather, and there they go again, who once stayed all the while.’
‘Ah, shut up!’ cried Kilpatrick. ‘And listen!’
And listen they did, nine men on the end of a dock as the boat sailed out and the voices sang and the fog came in and they did not move for a long time until the boat was far gone and the voices faded like a scent of papaya on the mist.
By the time they walked back to Finn’s it had begun to rain.
Annotation




 
Colonel Stonesteel’s Genuine Home-made Truly Egyptian Mummy
That was the autumn they found the genuine Egyptian mummy out past Loon Lake.
How the mummy got there, and how long it had been there, no one knew. But there it was, all wrapped up in its creosote rags, looking a bit spoiled by time, and just waiting to be found.
The day before, it was just another autumn day with the trees blazing and letting down their burned-looking leaves and a sharp smell of pepper in the air when Charlie Flagstaff, aged twelve, stepped out and stood in the middle of a pretty empty street, hoping for something big and special and exciting to happen.
‘Okay,’ said Charlie to the sky, the horizon, the whole world. ‘I’m waiting. Comeon!’
Nothing happened. So Charlie kicked the leaves ahead of him across town until he came to the tallest house on the greatest street, the house where everyone in Green Town came with troubles. Charlie scowled and fidgeted. He had troubles, all right, but just couldn’t lay his hand on their shape or size. So he shut his eyes and just yelled at the big house windows:
‘Colonel Stonesteel!’
The front door flashed open, as if the old man had been waiting there, like Charlie, for something incredible to happen.
‘Charlie,’ called Colonel Stonesteel, ‘you’re old enough to rap. What is there about boys makes them shout around houses? Try again.’
The door shut.
Charlie sighed, walked up, knocked softly.
‘Charlie Flagstaff, is that you?’ The door opened again, the colonel squinted out and down. ‘I thought I told you toyellaround the house!’
‘Heck,’ sighed Charlie, in despair.
‘Look at that weather. Hell’s bells!’ The colonel strode forth to hone his fine hatchet nose on the cool wind. ‘Don’t you love autumn, boy? Fine, fine day! Right?’
He turned to look down into the boy’s pale face.
‘Why, son, you look as if your last friend left and your dog died. What’s wrong? School starts next week?’
‘Yep.’
‘Halloween not coming fast enough?’
‘Still six weeks off. Might as well be a year. You ever notice, colonel.…’ The boy heaved an even greater sigh, staring out at the autumn town. ‘Not much ever happens around here?’
‘Why, it’s Labor Day tomorrow, big parade, seven cars, the mayor, maybe fireworks – er.’ The colonel came to a dead stop, not impressed with his grocery list. ‘How old are you, Charlie?’
‘Thirteen, almost.’
‘Things do tend to run down, come thirteen.’ The colonel rolled his eyes inward on the rickety data inside his skull. ‘Come to a dead halt when you’re fourteen. Might as well die, sixteen. End of the world, seventeen. Things only start up again, come twenty or beyond. Meanwhile, Charlie, what do we do to survive until noon this very morn before Labor Day?’
‘If anyone knows, it’s you, colonel,’ said Charlie.
‘Charlie,’ said the old man, flinching from the boy’s clear stare, ‘I can move politicians big as prize hogs, shake the Town Hall skeletons, make locomotives run backward uphill. But small boys on long autumn weekends, glue in their head, and a bad case of Desperate Empties? Well.…’
Colonel Stonesteel eyed the clouds, gauged the future.
‘Charlie,’ he said, at last. ‘I am moved by your condition, touched by your lying there on the railroad tracks waiting for a train that will never come. How’s this? I’ll bet you six Baby Ruth candy bars against your mowing my lawn, that Green Town, Upper Illinois, population five thousand sixty-two people, one thousand dogs, will be changed forever, changed for the best, by God, some time in the next miraculous twenty-four hours. That sound good? A bet?’
‘Gosh!’ Charlie, riven, seized the old man’s hand and pumped it. ‘A bet! Colonel Stonesteel, I knew you could do it!’
‘It ain’t done yet, son. But look there. The town’s the Red Sea. I order it topart. Gangway!’
The colonel marched, Charlie ran, into the house.
‘Here we are, Charles, the junkyard or the graveyard. Which?’
The colonel sniffed at one door leading down to raw basement earth, another leading up to dry timber attic.
‘Well—’
The attic ached with a sudden flood of wind, like an old man dying in his sleep. The colonel yanked the door wide on autumn whispers, high storms trapped and shivering in the beams.
‘Hear that, Charlie? What’s it say?’
‘Well—’
A gust of wind blew the colonel up the dark stairs like so much flimsy chaff.
‘Time, mostly, it says, and oldness and memory, lots of things. Dust, and maybe pain. Listen to those beams! Let the wind shift the timber skeleton on a fine fall day, and you truly got time-talk. Burnings and ashes, Bombay snuffs, tomb-yard flowers gone to ghost—’
‘Boy, colonel,’ gasped Charlie, climbing, ‘you oughta write forTop Notch Story Magazine!’
‘Did once! Got rejected. Here we are!’
And there indeed they were, in a place with no calendar, no months, no days, no year, but only vast spider shadows and glints of light from collapsed chandeliers lying about like great tears in the dust.
‘Boy!’ cried Charlie, scared, and glad of it.
‘Chuck!’ said the colonel. ‘You ready for me to birth you a real, live, half-dead sockdolager, on-the-spot mystery?’
‘Ready!’
The colonel swept charts, maps, agate marbles, glass eyes, cobwebs and sneezes of dust off a table, then rolled up his sleeves.
‘Great thing about midwifing mysteries is, you don’t have to boil water or wash up. Hand me that papyrus scroll over there, boy, that darning needle just beyond, that old diploma on the shelf, that wad of cannonball cotton on the floor. Jump!’
‘I’m jumping.’ Charlie ran and fetched, fetched and ran.
Bundles of dry twigs, clutches of pussy willow and cattails flew. The colonel’s sixteen hands were wild in the air, holding sixteen bright needles, flakes of leather, rustling of meadow grass, flickers of owl feather, glares of bright yellow fox-eye. The colonel hummed and snorted as his miraculous eight sets of arms and hands swooped and prowled, stitched and danced.
‘There!’ he cried, and pointed with a chop of his nose. ‘Half-done. Shaping up. Peel an eye, boy. What’s it commence to start to resemble?’
Charlie circled the table, eyes stretched so wide it gaped his mouth. ‘Why – why—’ he gasped.
‘Yes?’
‘It looks like—’
‘Yes, yes?’
‘A mummy!Can’tbe!’
‘Is! Bull’s-eye on, boy!Is!’
The colonel leaned down on the long-strewn object. Wrists deep in his creation, he listened to its reeds and thistles and dry flowers whisper.
‘Now, you may well ask, why would anyonebuilda mummy in the first place? You, you inspired this, Charlie. You put me up to it. Go look out the attic window there.’
Charlie spat on the dusty window, wiped a clear viewing spot, peered out.
‘Well,’ said the colonel. ‘What do you see? Anything happening out there in the town, boy? Any murders being transacted?’
‘Heck, no—’
‘Anyone falling off church steeples or being run down by a maniac lawnmower?’
‘Nope.’
‘AnyMonitors orMerrimacs sailing up the lake, dirigibles falling on the Masonic Temple and squashing six thousand Masons at a time?’
‘Heck, colonel, there’s only five thousand peopleinGreen Town!’
‘Spy, boy. Look. Stare. Report!’
Charlie stared out at a very flat town.
‘No dirigibles. No squashed Masonic Temples.’
‘Right!’ The colonel ran over to join Charlie, surveying the territory. He pointed with his hand, he pointed with his nose. ‘In all Green Town, in all your life, not one murder, one orphanage fire, one mad fiend carving his name on librarian ladies’ wooden legs! Face it, boy, Green Town, Upper Illinois, is the most common mean ordinary plain old bore of a town in the eternal history of the Roman, German, Russian, English, American empires! If Napoleon had been born here, he would’ve committed hara-kiri by the age of nine. Boredom. If Julius Caesar had been raised here, he’d have got himself in the Roman Forum, aged ten, and shoved in his own dagger—’
‘Boredom,’ said Charlie.
‘Kee-rect! Keep staring out that window while I work, son.’ Colonel Stonesteel went back to flailing and shoving and pushing a strange growing shape around on the creaking table. ‘Boredom by the pound and ton. Boredom by the doomsday yard and the funeral mile. Lawns, homes, fur on the dogs, hair on the people, suits in the dusty store windows, all cut from the same cloth.…’
‘Boredom,’ said Charlie, on cue.
‘And what do you do when you’re bored, son?’
‘Er – break a window in a haunted house?’
‘Good grief, we got no haunted houses in Green Town, boy!’
‘Used to be. Old Higley place. Torn down.’
‘See mypoint? Now whatelsedo we do so’s not to be bored?’
‘Hold a massacre?’
‘No massacres here in dogs’ years. Lord, even our police chief’s honest! Mayor – not corrupt! Madness. Whole town faced with stark staring ennuis and lulls! Last chance, Charlie, what do wedo!’
‘Build a mummy?’ Charlie smiled.
‘Bulldogs in the belfry! Watch my dust!’
The old man, cackling, grabbed bits of stuffed owl and bent lizard tail and old nicotine bandages left over from a skiing fall that had busted his ankle and broken a romance in 1895, and some patches from a 1922 Kissel Kar inner tube, and some burned-out sparklers from the last peaceful summer of 1913, and all of it weaving, shuttling together under his brittle insect-jumping fingers.
‘Voilà!There, Charlie! Finished!’
‘Oh, colonel.’ The boy stared and gasped. ‘Can I make him a crown?’
‘Make him a crown, boy. Make him a crown.’
The sun was going down when the colonel and Charlie and their Egyptian friend came down the dusky backstairs of the old man’s house, two of them walking iron-heavy, the third floating light as toasted cornflakes on the autumn air.
‘Colonel,’ wondered Charlie. ‘What we going to do with this mummy, now wegothim? It ain’t as if he could talk much, or walk around—’
‘No need, boy. Let folks talk, let folks run. Look there!’
They cracked the door and peered out at a town smothered in peace and ruined with nothing-to-do.
‘Ain’t enough, is it, son, you’ve recovered from your almost fatal seizure of Desperate Empties. Whole town out there is up to their earlobes in watchsprings, no hands on the clocks, afraid to get up every morning and find it’s always and forever Sunday! Who’ll offer salvation, boy?’
‘Amon Bubastis Rameses Ra the Third, just arrived on the four o’clock limited?’
‘God love you, boy, yes. What we got here is a giant seed. Seed’s no good unless you dowhatwith it?’
‘Why,’ said Charlie, one eye shut. ‘Plant it?’
‘Plant! Then watch it grow! Then what? Harvest time. Harvest! Come on, boy. Er – bring your friend.’
The colonel crept out into the first nightfall.
The mummy came soon after, helped by Charlie.
Labor Day at high noon, Osiris Bubastis Rameses Amon-Ra-Tut arrived from the Land of the Dead.
An autumn wind stirred the land and flapped doors wide not with the sound of the usual Labor Day Parade, seven tour cars, a fife-and-drum corps, and the mayor, but a mob that grew as it flowed the streets and fell in a tide to inundate the lawn out front of Colonel Stonesteel’s house. The colonel and Charlie were sitting on the front porch, had been sitting there for some hours waiting for the conniption fits to arrive, the storming of the Bastille to occur. Now with dogs going mad and biting boys’ ankles and boys dancing around the fringes of the mob, the colonel gazed down upon the Creation (his and Charlie’s) and gave his secret smile.
‘Well, Charlie … do I win my bet?’
‘You sure do, colonel!’
‘Come on.’
Phones rang all across town and lunches burned on stoves, as the colonel strode forth to give the parade his papal blessings.
At the center of the mob was a horse-drawn wagon. On top of the wagon, his eyes wild with discovery, was Tom Tuppen, owner of a half-dead farm just beyond town. Tom was babbling, and the crowd was babbling, because in the back of the wagon was the special harvest delivered out of four thousand lost years of time.
‘Well, flood the Nile and plant the Delta,’ gasped the colonel, eyes wide, staring. ‘Is or is not that a genuine old Egyptian mummy lying there in its original papyrus and coal-tar wrappings?’
‘Sure is!’ cried Charlie.
‘Sure is!’ yelled everyone.
‘I was plowing the field this morning,’ said Tom Tuppen. ‘Plowing, just plowing! and – bang! Plow turned this right up, rightbeforeme! Like to had a stroke! Think! The Egyptians must’ve marched through Illinois three thousand years ago and no one knew! Revelations, I call it! Outa the way, kids! I’m taking this find to the post office lobby. Set it up on display! Giddap, now, git!’
The horse, the wagon, the mummy, the crowd, moved away, leaving the colonel behind, his eyes still pretend-wide, his mouth open.
‘Hot dog,’ whispered the colonel, ‘we did it, Charles. This uproar, babble, talk and hysterical gossip will last for a thousand days or till Armageddon, whichever comes first!’
‘Yessir, colonel!’
‘Michelangelo couldn’t’ve done better. Boy David’s a castaway-lost-and-forgotten wonder compared to our Egyptian surprise and—’
The colonel stopped as the mayor rushed by.
‘Colonel, Charlie, howdy! Just phoned Chicago. News folks here tomorrow breakfast! Museum folks by lunch! Glory Hallelujah for the Green Town Chamber of Commerce!’
The mayor ran off after the mob.
An autumn cloud crossed the colonel’s face and settled around his mouth.
‘End of Act One, Charlie. Start thinking fast. Act Two coming up. Wedowant this commotion to last forever, don’t we?’
‘Yes, sir—’
‘Crack your brain, boy. What does Uncle Wiggily say?’
‘Uncle Wiggily says – ah – gobacktwo hops?’
‘Give the boy an A-plus, a gold star, and a brownie! The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, eh?’
Charlie looked into the old man’s face and saw visitations of plagues there. ‘Yes, sir.’
The colonel watched the mob milling around the post office two blocks away. The fife-and-drum corps arrived and played some tune vaguely inclined toward the Egyptian.
‘Sundown, Charlie,’ whispered the colonel, eyes shut. ‘We make our final move.’
What a day it was! Years later people said: That was a day! The mayor went home and got dressed up and came back and made three speeches and held two parades, one going up Main Street toward the end of the trolley line, the other coming back, and Osiris Bubastis Rameses Amon-Ra-Tut at the center of both, smiling now to the right as gravity shifted his flimsy weight, and now to the left as they rounded a corner. The fife-and-drum corps, now heavily implemented by accumulated brass, had spent an hour drinking beer and learning the triumphal march fromAïdaand this they played so many times that mothers took their screaming babies into the house, and men retired to bars to soothe their nerves. There was talk of a third parade and a fourth speech, but sunset took the town unawares, and everyone, including Charlie, went home to a dinner mostly talk and short on eats.
By eight o’clock, Charlie and the colonel were driving along the leafy streets in the fine darkness, taking the air in the old man’s 1924 Moon, a car that took up trembling where the colonel left off.
‘Where we going, colonel?’
‘Well,’ mused the colonel, steering at ten philosophical miles per hour, nice and easy, ‘everyone, including your folks, is out at Grossett’s Meadow right now, right? Final Labor Day speeches. Someone’ll light the gasbag mayor and he’ll go up about forty feet, kee-rect? Fire department’ll be setting off the big skyrockets. Which means the post office, plus the mummy, plus the police chief sitting there with him, will be empty and vulnerable. Then, the miracle will happen, Charlie. Ithasto. Ask me why.’
‘Why?’
‘Glad you asked. Well, boy, folks from Chicago’ll be jumping off the train steps tomorrow hot and fresh as pancakes, with their pointy noses and glass eyes and microscopes. Those museum snoopers, plus the Associated Press, will rummage our Egyptian Pharaoh seven ways from Christmas and blow their fuse boxes. That being so, Charles—’
‘We’re on our way to mess around.’
‘You put it indelicately, boy, but truth is at the core. Look at it this way, child, life is a magic show, orshouldbe if people didn’t go to sleep on each other. Always leave folks with a bit of mystery, son. Now, before people get used to our ancient friend, before he wears out the wrong bath towel, like any smart weekend guest he should grab the next scheduled camel west. There!’
The post office stood silent, with one light shining in the foyer. Through the great window, they could see the sheriff seated alongside the mummy-on-display, neither of them talking, abandoned by the mobs that had gone for suppers and fireworks.
‘Charlie.’ The colonel brought forth a brown bag in which a mysterious liquid gurgled. ‘Give me thirty-five minutes to mellow the sheriff down. Then you creep in, listen, follow my cues, and work the miracle. Here goes nothing!’
And the colonel stole away.
Beyond town, the mayor sat down and the fireworks went up.
Charlie stood on top of the Moon and watched them for half an hour. Then, figuring the mellowing time was over, dogtrotted across the street and moused himself into the post office to stand in the shadows.
‘Well, now,’ the colonel was saying, seated between the Egyptian Pharaoh and the sheriff, ‘why don’t you just finish that bottle, sir?’
‘It’s finished,’ said the sheriff, and obeyed.
The colonel leaned forward in the half-light and peered at the gold amulet on the mummy’s breast.
‘You believe them old sayings?’
‘What old sayings?’ asked the sheriff.
‘If you read them hieroglyphics out loud, the mummy comes alive and walks.’
‘Horse radish,’ said the sheriff.
‘Just look at all those fancy Egyptian symbols!’ the colonel pursued.
‘Someone stole my glasses. You read that stuff to me,’ said the sheriff. ‘Make the fool mummy walk.’
Charlie took this as a signal to move, himself, and sidled around through the shadows, closer to the Egyptian king.
‘Here goes.’ The colonel bent even closer to the Pharaoh’s amulet, meanwhile slipping the sheriff’s glasses out of his cupped hand into his side pocket. ‘First symbol on here is a hawk. Second one’s a jackal. That third’s an owl. Fourth’s a yellow fox-eye—’
‘Continue,’ said the sheriff.
The colonel did so, and his voice rose and fell, and the sheriff’s head nodded, and all the Egyptian pictures and words flowed and touched around the mummy until at last the colonel gave a great gasp.
‘Good grief, sheriff, look!’
The sheriff blinked both eyes wide.
‘The mummy,’ said the colonel. ‘It’s going for a walk!’
‘Can’t be!’ cried the sheriff. ‘Can’t be!’
‘Is,’ said a voice, somewhere, maybe the Pharaoh under his breath.
And the mummy lifted up, suspended, and drifted toward the door.
‘Why,’ cried the sheriff, tears in his eyes.
‘I think he might just –fly!’
‘I’d better follow and bring him back,’ said the colonel.
‘Dothat!’ said the sheriff.
The mummy was gone. The colonel ran. The door slammed.
‘Oh, dear.’ The sheriff lifted and shook the bottle. ‘Empty.’
They steamed to a halt out front of Charlie’s house.
‘Your folks ever go up in your attic, boy?’
‘Too small. They poke me up to rummage.’
‘Good. Hoist our ancient Egyptian friend out of the back seat there, don’t weigh much, twenty pounds at the most, you carried him fine, Charlie. Oh, that was a sight. You running out of the post office, making the mummy walk. You shoulda seen the sheriff’s face!’
‘I hope he don’t get in trouble because of this.’
‘Oh, he’ll bump his head and make up a fine story. Can’t very well admit he saw the mummy go for a walk, can he? He’ll think of something, organize a posse, you’ll see. But right now, son, get our ancient friend here up, hide him good, visit him weekly. Feed him night talk. Then, thirty, forty years from now—’
‘What?’ asked Charlie.
‘In a bad year so brimmed up with boredom it drips out your ears, when the town’s long forgotten this first arrival and departure, on a morning, I say, when you lie in bed and don’t want to get up, don’t even want to twitch your ears or blink, you’re so damned bored.… Well, onthatmorning, Charlie, you just climb up in your rummage-sale attic and shake this mummy out of bed, toss him in a cornfield and watch new hellfire mobs break loose. Life starts over that hour, that day, for you, the town, everyone. Now grab, git, and hide, boy!’
‘I hate for the night to be over,’ said Charlie, very quietly. ‘Can’t we go around a few blocks and finish off some lemonade on your porch? And havehimcome, too.’
‘Lemonade it is.’ Colonel Stonesteel banged his heel on the car-floor. The car exploded into life. ‘For the lost king and the Pharaoh’s son!’
It was late on Labor Day evening, and the two of them sat on the colonel’s front porch again, rocking up a fair breeze, lemonades in hand, ice in mouth, sucking the sweet savor of the night’s incredible adventures.
‘Boy,’ said Charlie. ‘I can just see tomorrow’sClarionheadlines: PRICELESS MUMMY KIDNAPPED. RAMESES-TUT VANISHES. GREAT FIND GONE. REWARD OFFERED. SHERIFF NONPLUSSED. BLACKMAIL EXPECTED.’
‘Talk on, boy. Youdohave a way with words.’
‘Learned from you, colonel. Now it’s your turn.’
‘What do you want me to say, boy?’
‘About the mummy. What he really is. What he’s truly made of. Where he came from. What’s hemean …?’
‘Why, boy, you were there, you helped, yousaw—’
Charles looked at the old man steadily.
‘No.’ A long breath. ‘Tell me, colonel.’
The old man rose to stand in the shadows between the two rocking chairs. He reached out to touch their ancient harvest-tobacco dried-up-Nile-River-bottom old-time masterpiece, which leaned against the porch slattings.
The last Labor Day fireworks were dying in the sky. Their light died in the lapis lazuli eyes of the mummy, which watched Colonel Stonesteel, even as did the boy, waiting.
‘You want to know who hetrulywas, once upon a time?’
The colonel gathered a handful of dust in his lungs and softly let it forth.
‘He was everyone, no one, someone.’ A quiet pause. ‘You. Me.’
‘Go on,’ whispered Charlie.
Continue, said the mummy’s eyes.
‘He was, he is,’ murmured the colonel, ‘a bundle of old Sunday comic pages stashed in the attic to spontaneously combust from all those forgotten notions and stuffs. He’s a stand of papyrus left in an autumn field long before Moses, a papier-mâché tumbleweed blown out of time, this way long-gone dusk, that way at come-again dawn … maybe a nightmare scrap of nicotine/dogtail flag up a pole at high noon, promising something, everything … a chart-map of Siam, Blue River Nile source, hot desert dust-devil, all the confetti of lost trolley transfers, dried-up yellow crosscountry road maps petering off in sand dunes, journey aborted, wild jaunts yet to night-dream and commence. His body?… Mmmm … made of … all the crushed flowers from brand-new weddings, dreadful old funerals, ticker-tapes unraveled from gone-off-forever parades to Far Rockaway, punched tickets for sleepless Egyptian Pharaoh midnight trains. Written promises, worthless stocks, crumpled deeds. Circus posters – see there? Part of his paper-wrapped ribcage? Posters torn off seedbarns in North Storm, Ohio, shuttled south toward Fulfillment, Texas, or Promised Land, Calif-orn-I-aye! Commencement proclamations, wedding notices, birth announcements … all things that were once need, hope, first nickel in the pocket, framed dollar on the café wall. Wallpaper scorched by the burning look, the blueprint etched there by the hot eyes of boys, girls, failed old men, time-orphaned women, saying: Tomorrow! Yes!Itwill happen! Tomorrow! Everything that died so many nights and was born again, glory human spirit, so many rare new daybreaks! All the dumb strange shadows you ever thought, boy, or I ever inked out inside my head at three A.M. All, crushed, stashed, and now shaped into one form under our hands and here in our gaze. That, that is what old King Pharaoh Seventh Dynasty Holy Dust Himselfis.’
‘Wow,’ whispered Charlie.
The colonel sat back down to travel again in his rocker, eyes shut, smiling.
‘Colonel.’ Charlie gazed off into the future. ‘What if, even in my old age, I don’t everneedmy own particular mummy?’
‘Eh?’
‘What if I have a life chock-full of things, never bored, find out what I want to do,doit, make every day count, every night swell, sleep tight, wake up yelling, laugh lots, grow old still running fast, whatthen, colonel?’
‘Why then, boy, you’ll be one of God’s luckiest people!’
‘For you see, colonel,’ Charlie looked at him with pure round, unblinking eyes, ‘I made up my mind. I’m going to be the greatest writer that ever lived.’
The colonel braked his rocker and searched the innocent fire in that small face.
‘Lord, Iseeit. Yes. Youwill! Well then, Charles, when you are very old, you must find some lad, not as lucky as you, to give Osiris-Ra to. Your life may be full, but others, lost on the road, will need our Egyptian friend. Agreed? Agreed.’
The last fireworks were gone, the last fire balloons were sailing out among the gentle stars. Cars and people were driving or walking home, some fathers or mothers carrying their tired and already sleeping children. As the quiet parade passed Colonel Stonesteel’s porch, some folks glanced in and waved at the old man and the boy and the tall dim-shadowed servant who stood between. The night was over forever. Charlie said:
‘Say some more, colonel.’
‘No. I’m shut. Listen to what he has to say now. Let him tell your future, Charlie. Let him start you on stories. Ready …?’
A wind came up and blew in the dry papyrus and sifted the ancient wrappings and trembled the curious hands and softly twitched the lips of their old/new four-thousand-year night-time visitor, whispering.
‘What’s he saying, Charles?’
Charlie shut his eyes, waited, listened, nodded, let a single tear slide down his cheek, and at last said:
‘Everything. Just everything. Everything I always wanted tohear.’
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Come Away with Me
Why Joseph Kirk did what he did, on impulse, he could not immediately say.     He could only recall, instantaneously, similar incidents that had caused him to erupt years     ago.
At a small private dinner, when an obnoxious film producer had bragged about     ‘selling out,’ implying thateveryonedid, Joseph Kirk had put down     his knife and fork and ordered the producer away from the table. The producer obeyed.
On another occasion, when a film actress verbally whiplashed her husband for     half an hour in front of guests, Kirk had jumped up, told her how awful she was, and walked off     to the next room to read a book. On the way out, later, she apologized and he looked the other     way.
Now, tonight, it had happened again. He     heard himself saying an incredible thing. It was as if someone had handed him a grenade and,     thoughtless, he had yanked the ring and gripped the damned thing, staring, as it went off.
He was browsing at a newsstand in the early evening, leafing through a few     magazines, when he heard angry voices approaching. One high, shrill, and derogatory; the other     smothered, half mute, already defeated. The newsstand was south of Hollywood Boulevard, and the     voices came from that direction.
Joseph Kirk glanced from the corners of his eyes. What he saw was one     handsome young man striding along, hurling insults as if they were favors over his shrugged     shoulder. He seemed to be wearing an invisible cape. He seemed to be wearing a mask. But that     wasn’t true, either; it was just the way he held his face, in a frozen grimace of hauteur as he     manufactured his diatribes.
Behind him, smaller, meeker, and most certainly not louder, came his friend     with an equally handsome face, but no invisible cape, no mask, just a face like someone out in     the rain and bewildered by the storm.
‘My God,’ cried the first young man, glaring at the street ahead, ‘you never     doanythingright!’
‘What did I do now?’
‘Last night, this morning, just now. You behave like a cow. Can’t you be     polite? Can’t you act properly? At that party, my God! Can’t     you smile, or laugh, or make small talk? Stood around like a damned wooden Indian!’
‘I—’
‘And today at lunch, with Teddy trying to amuse us, hilarious, and you just     sat there. Jesus! You—’
The parade of two went by, the first part pompous, tall, and glorious in its     feline display, the second part defeated, dragging, and lost. The hackles on the back of Kirk’s     neck rose and rippled down his back. He found himself grinding his teeth and shutting his     eyes.
‘Then this afternoon. Do you know what youdidthis     afternoon?’
‘What did I do, what did Ido?’
‘You—’
‘Oh, shut up!’ cried Kirk.
The world froze. The parade stopped. Its pompous half whirled as if shot     through the heart. His defeated friend stood motionless, slowly lifting his head with a look of     dismay mixed with curious relief.
‘What?’ cried the man with the invisible mask.
Kirk felt his mouth move and, still disbelieving his own outburst, continued.     ‘I said shut up.’
‘And who the hell are you?’ cried the first young man.
‘Nobody at all, but damn it all to hell!’
Where am I going with this? Kirk wondered. And then he looked at the second     young man’s face and saw an answer. There was a burgeoning of hope there, a wonder, and a need     to escape.
‘Look,’ said Kirk. ‘You’re coming withme.’
‘What?’ said the second young man.
‘You don’t really want to be with this monster, do you?’ said Kirk. ‘No. No,     come along. I’ll make you happier than he can. I’ll start by leaving you alone. We’ll go on     from there, yes? Well? Him or me?’
The second young man stood riven, blinking from his friend to Kirk, and then     at the ground, unable to choose.
‘Look here,’ said the first young man, his mask beginning to melt. ‘You—’
‘No.’ Kirk put his hand out to touch the second young man’s elbow. ‘Freedom     at last. Isn’t it glorious? Get out of the way,you! Come along,you.’
He stepped between them quickly, and spun the second man about and walked him     off.
‘You can’tdothat!’ cried the other, stunned.
‘Watch my dust!’ shouted Kirk.
And he kept walking with his captive to and around the corner, swiftly, with     the cries of the cormorant or the shrike or whatever it was, echoing behind.
‘Keep walking,’ said Kirk.
‘I am.’
‘Don’t look back.’
‘I’m not.’
‘Faster.’
‘I’m running.’
‘Good.’
They made it to the next corner and     stopped for a moment, staring at each other.
‘Who are you?’ the second young man asked.
‘Your savior, I guess.’
‘Why did you do that?’
‘I don’t know. I had to. It was awful.’
‘What’s your name?’
‘Kirk. Joseph Kirk.’
‘I’m Willy-Bob.’
‘Jesus Christ. Youlooklike a Willy-Bob.’
‘I know. Will he come after us?’
‘He’s probably in shock right now. Let’s keep moving. My car’s down     here.’
They made it to the car, and while Kirk was unlocking the passenger-side     door, Willy-Bob said: ‘Lord, you’re not even one of us! You’re not even…youknow.’
There was a long silence while they got into the car. Before Kirk started the     engine, he heard Willy-Bob say, ‘Areyou?’
Kirk turned to look at him, laughing quietly. ‘No.’
‘Then, why,why?’
‘Letting you go on down the street with that son of a bitch drove me wild. I     couldn’t let it happen.’
‘I love him, you know.’
‘Yeah, and more’s the pity. But, you’re withmenow.’
‘What are you going to do with me?’
‘I’m a man without a nose. You’re a box of Kleenex. I’ll think of     something.’
Kirk began to laugh. Willy-Bob joined     him.
‘Oh, this is incredible. This is rich!’
Tears ran down both their faces.
‘Isn’t it?’ said Kirk, and drove away with his captive.
 
They found a drive-in and finished their laughing there. They ordered two     hamburgers, french fries, and two beers and sat waiting to let the laughter die.
‘My God, his face! Christ, I feel good,’ cried Willy-Bob.
‘That’s what I intended,’ said Kirk.
‘It’s the first time, the first time I ever spoke up in my life!’
But you didn’t, thought Kirk, but let it go.
‘I can just imagine him, right now, stomping up and down the boulevard,     trying to find me, furious…’
Willy-Bob’s voice began to fade. ‘Jesus, when hedoesfind me! All my stuff is back at his place.’
‘It’s notyourplace, too?’
‘We share an apartment over on Fountain.’
‘How much junk you got there?’
‘A lot. Change of clothes. A toilet kit. Beat-up old typewriter. I guess     there’s nothing there.’
‘Not much,’ said Kirk.
The hamburgers arrived in time to interrupt a growing silence. They ate     quietly. Half through his sandwich, Willy-Bob swallowed hard and said, ‘Well, again, what are     you going to do with me?’
‘Nothing.’
‘You can, you know. I owe you.’
‘You don’t owe me anything. You owe yourself something. To get the hell out,     to get the hell away.’
‘You’re right. Still, I don’t understand, why did you do it, why am I here     with you?’
Kirk took another bite and ruminated, his eyes on the windshield, where bugs     had struck and died. He tried to read their dried juices.
‘Two dogs get joined, middle of the street, can’t get free, I run out, hose     them down. Barn owl in a field, fallen from a tree, took it home, gave it warm milk. Hell.’
‘Am I a barn owl out of a tree?’
‘There’s a remarkable resemblance.’
‘I still can’t fly.’
‘That’s why I spoke up.’
‘But you didn’t know anythingaboutme.’
‘Yes, I did, seeing you go by.Listeningto     you.’
‘You didn’t know anything abouthim.’
‘I did, seeinghimwalk by, hearing his whole life,     and yours.’
‘You’re awfully good at seeing and hearing.’
‘It’s no virtue. Makes trouble. Look at us here, me and you. What next?’
They finished their sandwiches and worked on their beers, and Willy-Bob said,     ‘Maybe we could have a life together…’
‘No way,’ said Kirk abruptly, and stopped. ‘I mean, I’m just a     down-at-the-heels analyst, a damn-fool ham-fisted do-gooder,     in this up to my chin and as uncomfortable as you are. We have no true use for one another. The     only thing holding us together is my pity and your fear.’
‘That’ll have to do,’ said Willy-Bob. ‘Do I go home with you tonight? That     is,ifI go home with you.’
‘You’re sounding more doubtful every second.’
‘I’m scared as hell. Feel as if I had thrown up in church.’
‘God willneverforgive you, will He?’
‘He never has.’
Kirk drank his beer. ‘Your guy isn’t God, he’s Lucifer. And his apartment is     hell on Earth. You might as well blow your brains out as go back.’
‘I know.’ Willy-Bob nodded, eyes shut.
‘Yet you’re thinking about it, right now?’
‘I am.’
‘Let’s find you a room for the night. Being somewhere different may give you     more—’
‘Courage?’
‘Hell, I don’t want to preach.’
‘God, Ineedpreaching. A hotel, yes. But I’ve no     money—’
‘I think I can afford it,’ said Kirk.
Kirk started the car and Willy-Bob said, ‘On the way, if it isn’t far, could     we drive by your place, so I could see—’
‘What?’
‘From outside, the house you live in, youaremarried, aren’t you? It would be nice to see some place     permanent. I mean, just drive by, okay?’
‘Well,’ said Kirk.
‘Okay?’ said Willy-Bob.
They drove, circling, through Hollywood. Along the way, Kirk said, ‘You have     a job? No. I’ll bring you the want ads tomorrow, so you can live alone awhile and find out who     the hell you really are. How long you been living, if you can call it that, with that son of a     bitch?’
‘A year. The greatest year in my life. A year. The most horrible year in my     life.’
‘Half and half. I know the feeling.’
They arrived at and moved slowly past the front of Kirk’s small white     bungalow. An apricot-colored lamp shone in the front window. It looked warm, even to Kirk, as     they almost stopped.
‘Is that it, your window?’ asked Willy-Bob. ‘It looks great.’
‘It’s all right.’
‘God, you’re a nice man. What’s wrong with me I can’t relax and be saved?     What’s wrong?!’ Willy-Bob wailed, and burst into tears.
Kirk handed over a Kleenex and then impulsively leaned across and kissed     Willy-Bob on the forehead. Willy-Bob’s face, tear-streaked, came up swiftly, surprised.
Kirk pulled back. ‘No offense. No offense!’
They both laughed and circled back through     Hollywood to find a small hotel.
Kirk got out of the car.
‘You better get back in,’ said Willy-Bob.
‘You’re not staying here now?’
‘You know I can’t.’
Kirk stood waiting. At last Willy-Bob said: ‘Did you have a lot of     girlfriends?’
‘A few.’
‘I should think so. You’re nice-looking. And you behave nicely. Is your     marriage happy? Does niceness help that?’
‘I’m all right,’ said Kirk. ‘I miss the way it once was, when we started     out.’
‘Oh, I wish I could misshimsometime and get it     over with. I’m sick to my stomach now.’
‘It’ll pass, if you give it a chance.’
‘No.’ Willy-Bob shook his head. ‘It will never pass.’
That did it.
Kirk climbed back in and sat for a moment watching the young, fragile man dry     his tears.
‘Where do you want me to take you?’
‘I’ll show you the place.’
Kirk put the keys in the ignition and waited. ‘The hotel is here. Last chance     for life. Going, going, gone. Nine-eight-seven…’
Kirk looked at the beer Willy-Bob was holding. Willy-Bob laughed quietly.
‘The condemned man drank a hearty meal.’     He crumpled the can, threw it out. ‘Now it’s just junk, like me. Well?’
Kirk swallowed a curse and started the car.
 
‘There he is!’
They had driven along Santa Monica Boulevard and approached a place called     the Blue Parrot. Out front, half in, half out the door, stood the man with the invisible mask     and the unseen cape. Right now his mask hung half off his face, his eyes damaged, his mouth     wounded, but there he stood, anyway, arms crossed over his chest, foot tapping impatiently.
When he saw Kirk’s car slow and saw who was in the passenger seat, his whole     body toppled forward eagerly. But then his mask sank back in place, his spine straightened, his     arms crushed his chest firmly as his chin came up and his eyes blazed in silence.
Kirk stopped the car. ‘You sure you want to be here?’
‘Yes,’ said Willy-Bob, eyes down, hands tucked between his legs.
‘You know what’s going to happen, don’t you? It’ll be hell for the next week,     or, if I read him right, the next month.’
‘I know.’ Willy-Bob’s head nodded quietly.
‘And yet you want to go to him?’
‘It’s the only thing I can do.’
‘No, you can stay at the hotel and I’ll buy you a compass.’
‘What kind of future is that?’ said     Willy-Bob. ‘You don’t love me.’
‘No, I don’t. Now, jump out and run like hell,alone!’
‘Christ, don’t you think I’dliketo do that?’
‘Do it, then. For me. For you. Run. Find someone else.’
‘Thereisno one else, in the whole world. He loves     me, you know. If I left him, it’d kill him.’
‘And if you go back, he’ll killyou.’ Kirk took a     deep breath and let it out in a sigh. ‘God, I feel like someone’s drowning and I’m throwing him     an anvil.’
Willy-Bob’s fingers toyed with the door handle. The door sprang open. The man     standing in the Blue Parrot doorway saw this. Again, the toppled move of his body, again the     return of balance, as a grim line formed around his death-rictus mouth.
Willy-Bob slid out of the car, the bones in his body dissolving as he went.     By the time he stood full on the pavement, he seemed a foot shorter than he had been ten     minutes ago. He leaned down and peered anxiously in through the car window as if talking to a     judge in a traffic court.
‘You don’t understand.’
‘I do,’ said Kirk. ‘And that’s the sad part.’
He reached out and patted Willy-Bob’s cheek. ‘Try to have a good life,     Willy-Bob.’
‘You’vealready had one. I’ll always remember you,’     said Willy-Bob. ‘Thanks for trying.’
‘Used to be a lifeguard. Maybe I’ll head     down to the beach tonight, climb up on the station, be on the lookout for more drowning     bodies.’
‘Do that,’ said Willy-Bob. ‘Save someone worth saving. Good night.’
Willy-Bob turned and headed for the Blue Parrot.
His friend, the man with the now-restored mask and flamboyant cape, had gone     inside, secure, certain, without waiting. Willy-Bob blinked at the flapping hinged doors until     they stood still. Then, head down in the rain that no one else saw, he walked across the     sidewalk.
Kirk didn’t wait. He gunned the motor and drove away.
He reached the ocean in twenty minutes, stared at the empty lifeguard station     in the moonlight, listened to the surf, and thought, Hell, there’s no one out there to be     saved, and drove home.
He climbed into bed with the last of the beer and drank it slowly, staring at     the ceiling until his wife, head turned toward the wall, at last said, ‘Well, what have you     been up to,thistime?’
He finished the beer, lay back, and shut his eyes.
‘Even if I told you,’ he said, ‘you wouldn’t believe it.’
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The Concrete Mixer
HE LISTENED to the dry-grass rustle of the old witches’ voices beneath his open window:
“Ettil, the coward! Ettil, the refuser! Ettil, who will not wage the glorious war of Mars against Earth!”
“Speak on, witches!” he cried.
The voices dropped to a murmur like that of water in the long canals under the Martian sky.
“Ettil, the father of a son who must grow up in the shadow of this horrid knowledge!” said the old wrinkled women. They knocked their sly-eyed heads gently together. “Shame, shame!”
His wife was crying on the other side of the room. Her tears were as rain, numerous and cool on the tiles. “Oh, Ettil, how can you think this way?”
Ettil laid aside his metal book which, at his beckoning, had been singing him a story all morning from its thin golden-wired frame.
“I’ve tried to explain,” he said. “This is a foolish thing, Mars invading Earth. We’ll be destroyed, utterly.”
Outside, a banging, crashing boom, a surge of brass, a drum, a cry, marching feet, pennants and songs. Through the stone sheets the army, fire weapons to shoulder, stamped. Children skipped after. Old women waved dirty flags.
“I shall remain on Mars and read a book,” said Ettil. A blunt knock on the door. Tylla answered. Father-in-law stormed in. “What’s this I hear about my son-in-law? A traitor?”
“Yes, Father.”
“You’re not fighting in the Martian Army?”
“No, Father.”
“Gods!” The old father turned very red. “A plague on your name! You’ll be shot.”
“Shoot me, then, and have it over.”
“Who ever heard of a Martian not invading? Who!”
“Nobody. It is, I admit, quite incredible.”
“Incredible,” husked the witch voices under the window.
“Father, can’t you reason with him?” demanded Tylla.
“Reason with a dung heap,” cried Father, eyes blazing. He came and stood over Ettil. “Bands playing, a fine day, women weeping, children jumping, everything right, men marching bravely, and you sit here! Oh, shame!”
“Shame,” sobbed the faraway voices in the hedge.
“Get the devil out of my house with your inane chatter,” said Ettil, exploding. “Take your medals and your drums and run!”
He shoved Father-in-law past a screaming wife, only to have the door thrown wide at this moment, as a military detail entered.
A voice shouted, “Ettil Vrye?”
“Yes!”
“You are under arrest!”
“Good-by, my dear wife. I am off to the wars with these fools!” shouted Ettil, dragged through the door by the men in bronze mesh.
“Good-by, good-by,” said the town witches, fading away. . . .
The cell was neat and clean. Without a book, Ettil was nervous. He gripped the bars and watched the rockets shoot up into the night air. The stars were cold and numerous; they seemed to scatter when every rocket blasted up among them.
“Fools,” whispered Ettil. “Fools!”
The cell door opened. One man with a kind of vehicle entered, full of books; books here, there, everywhere in the chambers of the vehicle. Behind him the Military Assignor loomed.
“Ettil Vrye, we want to know why you had these illegal Earth books in your house. These copies of  Wonder Stories, Scientific Tales, Fantastic Stories.  Explain.” The man gripped Ettil’s wrist.
Ettil shook him free. “If you’re going to shoot me, shoot me. That literature, from Earth, is the very reason why I won’t try to invade them. It’s the reason why your invasion will fail.”
“How so?” The assignor scowled and turned to the yellowed magazines.
“Pick any copy,” said Ettil. “Any one at all. Nine out of ten stories in the years 1929, ‘30 to ‘50, Earth calendar, have every Martian invasion successfully invading Earth.”
“Ah!” The assignor smiled, nodded.
“And then,” said Ettil, “failing.”
“That’s treason! Owning such literature!”
“So be it, if you wish. But let me draw a few conclusions. Invariably, each invasion is thwarted by a young man, usually lean, usually Irish, usually alone, named Mick or Rick or Jick or Bannon, who destroys the Martians.”
“You don’t believe that!”
“No, I don’t believe Earthmen can actually do that—no. But they have a background, understand, Assignor, of generations of children reading just such fiction, absorbing it. They have nothing but a literature of invasions successfully thwarted. Can you say the same for Martian literature?”
“Well——”
“No.”
“I guess not.”
“You know not. We never wrote stories of such a fantastic nature. Now we rebel, we attack, and we shall die.”
“I don’t see your reasoning on that. Where does this tie in with the magazine stories?”
“Morale. A big thing. The Earthmen know they can’t fail. It is in them like blood beating in their veins. They cannot fail. They will repel each invasion, no matter how well organized. Their youth of reading just such fiction as this has given them a faith we cannot equal. We Martians? We are uncertain; we know that we might fail. Our morale is low, in spite of the banged drums and tooted horns.”
“I won’t listen to this treason,” cried the assignor. “This fiction will be burned, as you will be, within the next ten minutes. You have a choice, Ettil Vrye. Join the Legion of War, or burn.”
“It is a choice of deaths. I choose to burn.”
“Men!”
He was hustled out into the courtyard. There he saw his carefully hoarded reading matter set to the torch. A special pit was prepared, with oil five feet deep in it. This, with a great thunder, was set afire. Into this, in a minute, he would be pushed.
On the far side of the courtyard, in shadow, he noticed the solemn figure of his son standing alone, his great yellow eyes luminous with sorrow and fear. He did not put out his hand or speak, but only looked at his father like some dying animal, a wordless animal seeking rescue.
Ettil looked at the flaming pit. He felt the rough hands seize him, strip him, push him forward to the hot perimeter of death. Only then did Ettil swallow and cry out, “Wait!”
The assignor’s face, bright with the orange fire, pushed forward in the trembling air. “What is it?”
“I will join the Legion of War,” replied Ettil.
“Good! Release him!”
The hands fell away.
As he turned he saw his son standing far across the court, waiting. His son was not smiling, only waiting. In the sky a bronze rocket leaped across the stars, ablaze. . . .
“And now we bid good-by to these stalwart warriors,” said the assignor. The band thumped and the wind blew a fine sweet rain of tears gently upon the sweating army. The children cavorted. In the chaos Ettil saw his wife weeping with pride, his son solemn and silent at her side.
They marched into the ship, everybody laughing and brave. They buckled themselves into their spiderwebs. All through the tense ship the spiderwebs were filled with lounging, lazy men. They chewed on bits of food and waited. A great lid slammed shut. A valve hissed.
“Off to Earth and destruction,” whispered Ettil.
“What?” asked someone.
“Off to glorious victory,” said Ettil, grimacing.
The rocket jumped.
Space, thought Ettil. Here we are banging across black inks and pink lights of space in a brass kettle. Here we are, a celebratory rocket heaved out to fill the Earthmen’s eyes with fear flames as they look up to the sky. What is it like, being far, far away from your home, your wife, your child, here and now?
He tried to analyze his trembling. It was like tying your most secret inward working organs to Mars and then jumping out a million miles. Your heart was still on Mars, pumping, glowing. Your brain was still on Mars, thinking, crenulated, like an abandoned torch. Your stomach was still on Mars, somnolent, trying to digest the final dinner. Your lungs were still in the cool blue wine air of Mars, a soft folded bellows screaming for release, one part of you longing for the rest.
For here you were, a meshless, cogless automaton, a body upon which officials had performed clinical autopsy and left all of you that counted back upon the empty seas and strewn over the darkened hills. Here you were, bottle-empty, fireless, chill, with only your hands to give death to Earthmen. A pair of hands is all you are now, he thought in cold remoteness.
Here you lie in the tremendous web. Others are about you, but they are whole—whole hearts and bodies. But all of you that lives is back there walking the desolate seas in evening winds. This thing here, this cold clay thing, is already dead.
“Attack stations, attack stations, attack!”
“Ready, ready, ready!”
“Up!”
“Out of the webs, quick!”
Ettil moved. Somewhere before him his two cold hands moved.
How swift it has all been, he thought. A year ago one Earth rocket reached Mars. Our scientists, with their incredible telepathic ability, copied it; our workers, with their incredible plants, reproduced it a hundredfold. No other Earth ship has reached Mars since then, and yet we know their language perfectly, all of us. We know their culture, their logic. And we shall pay the price of our brilliance.
“Guns on the ready!”
“Right!”
“Sights!”
“Reading by miles?”
“Ten thousand!”
“Attack!”
A humming silence. A silence of insects throbbing in the walls of the rocket. The insect singing of tiny bobbins and levers and whirls of wheels. Silence of waiting men. Silence of glands emitting the slow steady pulse of sweat under arm, on brow, under staring pale eyes!
“Wait! Ready!”
Ettil hung onto his sanity with his fingernails, hung hard and long.
Silence, silence, silence. Waiting.
Teeee-e-ee!
“What’s that?”
“Earth radio!”
“Cut them in!”
“They’re trying to reach us, call us. Cut them in!”
Eee-e-e!
“Here they are! Listen!”
“Calling Martian invasion fleet!”
The listening silence, the insect hum pulling back to let the sharp Earth voice crack in upon the rooms of waiting men.
“This is Earth calling. This is William Sommers, president of the Association of United American Producers!”
Ettil held tight to his station, bent forward, eyes shut.
“Welcome to Earth.”
“What?” the men in the rocket roared. “What did he say?”
“Yes, welcome to Earth.”
“It’s a trick!”
Ettil shivered, opened his eyes to stare in bewilderment at the unseen voice from the ceiling source.
“Welcome! Welcome to green, industrial Earth!” declared the friendly voice. “With open arms we welcome you, to turn a bloody invasion into a time of friendships that will last through all of Time.”
“A trick!”
“Hush, listen!”
“Many years ago we of Earth renounced war, destroyed our atom bombs. Now, unprepared as we are, there is nothing for us but to welcome you. The planet is yours. We ask only mercy from you good and merciful invaders.”
“It can’t be true!” a voice whispered.
“It must be a trick!”
“Land and be welcomed, all of you,” said Mr. William Sommers of Earth. “Land anywhere. Earth is yours; we are all brothers!”
Ettil began to laugh. Everyone in the room turned to see him. The other Martians blinked. “He’s gone mad!”
He did not stop laughing until they hit him.
The tiny fat man in the center of the hot rocket tarmac at Green Town, California, jerked out a clean white handkerchief and touched it to his wet brow. He squinted blindly from the fresh plank platform at the fifty thousand people restrained behind a fence of policemen, arm to arm. Everybody looked at the sky.
“There they are!”
A gasp.
“No, just sea gulls!”
A disappointed grumble.
“I’m beginning to think it would have been better to have declared war on them,” whispered the mayor. “Then we could all go home.”
“Sh-h!”  said his wife.
“There!” The crowd roared.
Out of the sun came the Martian rockets.
“Everybody ready?” The mayor glanced nervously about.
“Yes, sir,” said Miss California 1965.
“Yes,” said Miss America 1940, who had come rushing up at the last minute as a substitute for Miss America 1966, who was ill at home.
“Yes siree,” said Mr. Biggest Grapefruit in San Fernando Valley 1956, eagerly.
“Ready, band?”
The band poised its brass like so many guns.
“Ready!”
The rockets landed. “Go!”
The band played “California, Here I Come” ten times. From noon until one o’clock the mayor made a speech, shaking his hands in the direction of the silent, apprehensive rockets.
At one-fifteen the seals of the rockets opened
The band played “Oh, You Golden State” three times.
Ettil and fifty other Martians leaped out, guns at the ready.
The mayor ran forward with the key to Earth in his hands.
The band played “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town,” and a full chorus of singers imported from Long Beach sang different words to it, something about “Martians Are Coming to Town.”
Seeing no weapons about, the Martians relaxed, but kept their guns out.
From one-thirty until two-fifteen the mayor made the same speech over for the benefit of the Martians.
At two-thirty Miss America of 1940 volunteered to kiss all the Martians if they lined up.
At two-thirty and ten seconds the band played “How Do You Do, Everybody,” to cover up the confusion caused by Miss America’s suggestion.
At two thirty-five Mr. Biggest Grapefruit presented the Martians with a two-ton truck full of grapefruit.
At two thirty-seven the mayor gave them all free passes to the Elite and Majestic theaters, combining this gesture with another speech which lasted until after three.
The band played, and the fifty thousand people sang, “For They Are Jolly Good Fellows.”
It was over at four o’clock.
Ettil sat down in the shadow of the rocket, two of his fellows with him. “So this is Earth!”
“I say kill the filthy rats,” said one Martian. “I don’t trust them. They’re sneaky. What’s their motive for treating us this way?” He held up a box of something that rustled. “What’s this stuff they gave me? A sample, they said.” He read the label. BLIX,  the new sudsy soap.
The crowd had drifted about, was mingling with the Martians like a carnival throng. Everywhere was the buzzing murmur of people fingering the rockets, asking questions.
Ettil was cold. He was beginning to tremble even more now. “Don’t you feel it?” he whispered. “The tenseness, the evilness of all this. Something’s going to happen to us. They have some plan. Something subtle and horrible. They’re going to do something to us—I know.”
“I say kill every one of them!”
“How can you kill people who call you ‘pal’ and ‘buddy’?” asked another Martian.
Ettil shook his head. “They’re sincere. And yet I feel as if we were in a big acid vat melting away, away. I’m frightened.” He put his mind out to touch among the crowd. “Yes, they’re really friendly, hail-fellows-well-met (one of their terms). One huge mass of common men, loving dogs and cats and Martians equally. And yet—and yet——”
The band played “Roll Out the Barrel.” Free beer was being distributed through the courtesy of Hagenback Beer, Fresno, California.
The sickness came.
The men poured out fountains of slush from their mouths. The sound of sickness filled the land.
Gagging, Ettil sat beneath a sycamore tree. “A plot, a plot—a horrible plot,” he groaned, holding his stomach.
“What did you eat?” The assignor stood over him.
“Something that they called popcorn,” groaned Ettil.
“And?”
“And some sort of long meat on a bun, and some yellow liquid in an iced vat, and some sort of fish and something called pastrami,” sighed Ettil, eyelids flickering.
The moans of the Martian invaders sounded all about.
“Kill the plotting snakes!” somebody cried weakly.
“Hold on,” said the assignor. “It’s merely hospitality. They overdid it. Up on your feet now, men. Into the town. We’ve got to place small garrisons of men about to make sure all is well. Other ships are landing in other cities. We’ve our job to do here.”
The men gained their feet and stood blinking stupidly about.
“Forward, march!”
One, two, three,  four!  One, two, three,  four!  . . .
The white stores of the little town lay dreaming in shimmering heat. Heat emanated from everything—poles, concrete, metal, awnings, roofs, tar paper—everything.
The sound of Martian feet sounded on the asphalt.
“Careful, men!” whispered the assignor. They walked past a beauty shop.
From inside, a furtive giggle. “Look!”
A coppery head bobbed and vanished like a doll in the window. A blue eye glinted and winked at a keyhole.
“It’s a plot,” whispered Ettil. “A plot, I tell you!”
The odors of perfume were fanned out on the summer air by the whirling vents of the grottoes where the women hid like undersea creatures, under electric cones, their hair curled into wild whorls and peaks, their eyes shrewd and glassy, animal and sly, their mouths painted a neon red. Fans were whirring, the perfumed wind issuing upon the stillness, moving among green trees, creeping among the amazed Martians.
“For God’s sake!” screamed Ettil, his nerves suddenly breaking loose. “Let’s get in our rockets—go home! They’ll get us! Those horrid things in there. See them? Those evil undersea things, those women in their cool little caverns of artificial rock!”
“Shut up!”
Look at them in there, he thought, drifting their dresses like cool green gills over their pillar legs. He shouted.
“Someone shut his mouth!”
“They’ll rush out on us, hurling chocolate boxes and copies of  Kleig Love  and  Holly Pick-ture,  shrieking with their red greasy mouths! Inundate us with banality, destroy our sensibilities! Look at them, being electrocuted by devices, their voices like hums and chants and murmurs! Do you dare go in there?”
“Why not?” asked the other Martians.
“They’ll fry you, bleach you, change you! Crack you, flake you away until you’re nothing but a husband, a working man, the one with the money who pays so they can come sit in there devouring their evil chocolates! Do you think you could control them?”
“Yes, by the gods!”
From a distance a voice drifted, a high and shrill voice, a woman’s voice saying, “Ain’t that middle one there cute?”
“Martians ain’t so bad after all. Gee, they’re just men,” said another, fading.
“Hey, there.  Yoo-hoo!  Martians! Hey!”
Yelling, Ettil ran. . . .
He sat in a park and trembled steadily. He remembered what he had seen. Looking up at the dark night sky, he felt so far from home, so deserted. Even now, as he sat among the still trees, in the distance he could see Martian warriors walking the streets with the Earth women, vanishing into the phantom darknesses of the little emotion palaces to hear the ghastly sounds of white things moving on gray screens, with little frizz-haired women beside them, wads of gelatinous gum working in their jaws, other wads under the seats, hardening with the fossil imprints of the women’s tiny cat teeth forever imbedded therein. The cave of winds—the cinema.
“Hello.”
He jerked his head in terror.
A woman sat on the bench beside him, chewing gum lazily. “Don’t run off; I don’t bite,” she said.
“Oh,” he said.
“Like to go to the pictures?” she said.
“No.”
“Aw, come on,” she said. “Everybody else is.”
“No,” he said. “Is that all you do in this world?”
“All? Ain’t that enough?” Her blue eyes widened suspiciously. “What you want me to do—sit home, read a book? Ha, ha! That’s rich.”
Ettil stared at her a moment before asking a question.
“Do you do anything else?” he asked.
“Ride in cars. You got a car? You oughta get you a big new convertible Podler Six. Gee, they’re fancy! Any man with a Podler Six can go out with any gal, you bet!” she said, blinking at him. “I bet you got all kinds of money—you come from Mars and all. I bet if you really wanted you could get a Podler Six and travel everywhere.”
“To the show maybe?”
“What’s wrong with ‘at?”
“Nothing—nothing.”
“You know what you talk like, mister?” she said. “A Communist! Yes, sir, that’s the kinda talk nobody stands for, by gosh. Nothing wrong with our little old system. We was good enough to let you Martians invade, and we never raised even our bitty finger, did we?”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to understand,” said Ettil. “Why did you let us?”
“’Cause we’re bighearted, mister; that’s why! Just remember that, bighearted.” She walked off to look for someone else.
Gathering courage to himself, Ettil began to write a letter to his wife, moving the pen carefully over the paper on his knee.
“Dear Tylla——”
But again he was interrupted. A small-little-girl-of-an-old-woman, with a pale round wrinkled little face, shook her tambourine in front of his nose, forcing him to glance up.
“Brother,” she cried, eyes blazing. “Have you been saved?”
“Am I in danger?” Ettil dropped his pen, jumping.
“Terrible danger!” she wailed, clanking her tambourine, gazing at the sky. “You need to be saved, brother, in the worst way!”
“I’m inclined to agree,” he said, trembling.
“We saved lots already today. I saved three myself, of you Mars people. Ain’t that nice?” She grinned at him.
“I guess so.”
She was acutely suspicious. She leaned forward with her secret whisper. “Brother,” she wanted to know, “you been baptized?”
“I don’t know,” he whispered back.
“You don’t know?” she cried, flinging up hand and tambourine.
“Is it like being shot?” he asked.
“Brother,” she said, “you are in a bad and sinful condition. I blame it on your ignorant bringing up. I bet those schools on Mars are terrible—don’t teach you no truth at all. Just a pack of made-up lies. Brother, you got to be baptized if you want to be happy.”
“Will it make me happy even in this world here?” he said. “Don’t ask for everything on your platter,” she said. “Be satisfied with a wrinkled pea, for there’s another world we’re all going to that’s better than this one.”
“I know that world,” he said.
“It’s peaceful,” she said.
“Yes.”
“There’s quiet,” she said.
“Yes.”
“There’s milk and honey flowing.”
“Why, yes,” he said.
“And everybody’s laughing.”
“I can see it now,” he said.
“A better world,” she said.
“Far better,” he said. “Yes, Mars is a great planet.”
“Mister,” she said, tightening up and almost flinging the tambourine in his face, “you been joking with me?”
“Why, no.” He was embarrassed and bewildered. “I thought you were talking about——”
“Not about mean old nasty Mars, I tell you, mister! It’s your type that is going to boil for years, and suffer and break out in black pimples and be tortured——”
“I must admit Earth isn’t very nice. You’ve described it beautifully.”
“Mister, you’re funning me again!” she cried angrily.
“No, no—please. I plead ignorance.”
“Well,” she said, “you’re a heathen, and heathens are improper. Here’s a paper. Come to this address tomorrow night and be baptized and be happy. We shouts and we stomps and we talk in voices, so if you want to hear our all-cornet, all-brass band, you come, won’t you now?”
“I’ll try,” he said hesitantly.
Down the street she went, patting her tambourine, singing at the top of her voice, “Happy Am I, I’m Always Happy.”
Dazed, Ettil returned to his letter.
“Dear Tylla: To think that in my naïveté I imagined that the Earthmen would have to counterattack with guns and bombs. No, no. I was sadly wrong. There is no Rick or Mick or Jick or Bannon—those lever fellows who save worlds. No.
“There are blond robots with pink rubber bodies, real, but somehow unreal, alive but somehow automatic in all responses, living in caves all of their lives. Their  derrières  are incredible in girth. Their eyes are fixed and motionless from an endless time of staring at picture screens. The only muscles they have occur in their jaws from their ceaseless chewing of gum.
“And it is not only these, my dear Tylla, but the entire civilization into which we have been dropped like a shovelful of seeds into a large concrete mixer. Nothing of us will survive. We will be killed not by the gun but by the glad-hand. We will be destroyed not by the rocket but by the automobile . . .”
Somebody screamed. A crash, another crash. Silence.
Ettil leaped up from his letter. Outside, on the street two ears had crashed. One full of Martians, another with Earthmen. Ettil returned to his letter:
“Dear, dear Tylla, a few statistics if you will allow. Forty-five thousand people killed every year on this continent of America; made into jelly right in the can, as it were, in the automobiles. Red blood jelly, with white marrow bones like sudden thoughts, ridiculous horror thoughts, transfixed in the immutable jelly. The cars roll up in tight neat sardine rolls—all sauce, all silence.
“Blood manure for green buzzing summer flies, all over the highways. Faces made into Halloween masks by sudden stops. Halloween is one of their holidays. I think they worship the automobile on that night—something to do with death, anyway.
“You look out your window and see two people lying atop each other in friendly fashion who, a moment ago, had never met before, dead. I foresee our army mashed, diseased, trapped in cinemas by witches and gum. Sometime in the next day I shall try to escape back to Mars before it is too late.
“Somewhere on Earth tonight, my Tylla, there is a Man with a Lever, which, when he pulls it, Will Save the World. The man is now unemployed. His switch gathers dust. He himself plays pinochle.
“The women of this evil planet are drowning us in a tide of banal sentimentality, misplaced romance, and one last fling before the makers of glycerin boil them down for usage. Good night, Tylla. Wish me well, for I shall probably die trying to escape. My love to our child.”
Weeping silently, he folded the letter and reminded himself to mail it later at the rocket post.
He left the park. What was there to do? Escape? But how? Return to the post late tonight, steal one of the rockets alone and go back to Mars? Would it be possible? He shook his head. He was much too confused.
All that he really knew was that if he stayed here he would soon be the property of a lot of things that buzzed and snorted and hissed, that gave off fumes or stenches. In six months he would be the owner of a large pink, trained ulcer, a blood pressure of algebraic dimensions, a myopia this side of blindness, and nightmares as deep as oceans and infested with improbable lengths of dream intestines through which he must violently force his way each night. No, no.
He looked at the haunted faces of the Earthmen drifting violently along in their mechanical death boxes. Soon—yes, very soon—they would invent an auto with six silver handles on it!
“Hey, there!”
An auto horn. A large long hearse of a car, black and ominous pulled to the curb. A man leaned out.
“You a Martian?”
“Yes.”
“Just the man I gotta see. Hop in quick—the chance of a lifetime. Hop in. Take you to a real nice joint where we can talk. Come on—don’t stand there.”
As if hypnotized, Ettil opened the door of the car, got in.
They drove off.
“What’ll it be, E.V.? How about a manhattan? Two manhattans, waiter. Okay, E.V. This is my treat. This is on me and Big Studios! Don’t even touch your wallet. Pleased to meet you, E.V. My name’s R. R. Van Plank. Maybe you hearda me? No? Well, shake anyhow.”
Ettil felt his hand massaged and dropped. They were in a dark hole with music and waiters drifting about. Two drinks were set down. It had all happened so swiftly. Now Van Plank, hands crossed on his chest, was surveying his Martian discovery.
“What I want you for, E.V., is this. It’s the most magnanimous idea I ever got in my life. I don’t know how it came to me, just in a flash. I was sitting home tonight and I thought to myself, My God, what a picture it would make!Invasion of Earth by Mars.  So what I got to do? I got to find an adviser for the film. So I climbed in my car and found you and here we are. Drink up! Here’s to your health and our future.  Skoal!”
“But——” said Ettil.
“Now, I know, you’ll want money. Well, we got plenty of that. Besides, I got a li’l black book full of peaches I can lend you.”
“I don’t like most of your Earth fruit and——”
“You’re a card, mac, really. Well, here’s how I get the picture in my mind—listen.” He leaned forward excitedly. “We got a flash scene of the Martians at a big powwow, drummin’ drums, gettin’ stewed on Mars. In the background are huge silver cities——”
“But that’s not the way Martian cities are——”
“We got to have color, kid. Color. Let your pappy fix this. Anyway, there are all the Martians doing a dance around a fire——”
“We don’t dance around fires——”
“In  this  film you got a fire and you dance,” declared Van Plank, eyes shut, proud of his certainty. He nodded, dreaming it over on his tongue. “Then we got a beautiful Martian woman, tall and blond.”
“Martian women are dark——”
“Look, I don’t see how we’re going to be happy, E.V. By the way, son, you ought to change your name. What was it again?”
“Ettil.”
“That’s a woman’s name. I’ll give you a better one. Call you Joe. Okay, Joe. As I was saying, our Martian women are gonna be blond, because, see, just because. Or else your poppa won’t be happy. You got any suggestions?”
“I thought that——”
“And another thing we gotta have is a scene, very tearful, where the Martian woman saves the whole ship of Martian men from dying when a meteor or something hits the ship. That’ll make a whackeroo of a scene. You know, I’m glad I found you, Joe. You’re going to have a good deal with us, I tell you.”
Ettil reached out and held the man’s wrist tight. “Just a minute. There’s something I want to ask you.”
“Sure, Joe, shoot.”
“Why are you being so nice to us? We invade your planet, and you welcome us—everybody—like long-lost children. Why?”
“They sure grow ’em green on Mars, don’t they? You’re a naïve-type guy—I can see from way over here. Mac, look at it this way. We’re all Little People, ain’t we?” He waved a small tan hand garnished with emeralds.
“We’re all common as dirt, ain’t we? Well, here on Earth, we’re proud of that. This is the century of the Common Man, Bill, and we’re proud we’re small. Billy, you’re looking at a planet full of Saroyans. Yes, sir. A great big fat family of friendly Saroyans—everybody loving everybody. We understand you Martians, Joe, and we know why you invaded Earth. We know how lonely you were up on that little cold planet Mars, how you envied us our cities——”
“Our civilization is much older than yours——”
“Please, Joe, you make me unhappy when you interrupt. Let me finish my theory and then you talk all you want. As I was saying, you was lonely up there, and down you came to see our cities and our women and all, and we welcomed you in, because you’re our brothers, Common Men like all of us.
“And then, as a kind of side incident, Roscoe, there’s a certain little small profit to be had from this invasion. I mean for instance this picture I plan, which will net us, neat, a billion dollars, I bet. Next week we start putting out a special Martian doll at thirty bucks a throw. Think of the millions there. I also got a contract to make a Martian game to sell for five bucks. There’s all sorts of angles.”
“I see,” said Ettil, drawing back.
“And then of course there’s that whole nice new market. Think of all the depilatories and gum and shoeshine we can sell to you Martians.”
“Wait. Another question.”
“Shoot.”
“What’s your first name? What’s the R.R. stand for?”
“Richard Robert.”
Ettil looked at the ceiling. “Do they sometimes, perhaps, on occasion, once in a while, by accident, call you—Rick?”
“How’d you guess, mac? Rick, sure.”
Ettil sighed and began to laugh and laugh. He put out his hand. “So you’re Rick? Rick! So you’re Rick!”
“What’s the joke, laughing boy? Let Poppa in!”
“You wouldn’t understand—a private joke. Ha, ha!” Tears ran down his cheeks and into his open mouth. He pounded the table again and again. “So you’re Rick. Oh, how different, how funny. No bulging muscles, no lean jaw, no gun. Only a wallet full of money and an emerald ring and a big middle!”
“Hey, watch the language! I may not be no Apollo, but——”
“Shake hands, Rick. I’ve wanted to meet you. You’re the man who’ll conquer Mars, with cocktail shakers and foot arches and poker chips and riding crops and leather boots and checkered caps and rum collinses.”
“I’m only a humble businessman,” said Van Plank, eyes slyly down. “I do my work and take my humble little piece of money pie. But, as I was saying, Mort, I been thinking of the market on Mars for Uncle Wiggily games and Dick Tracy comics; all new. A big wide field never even heard of cartoons, right? Right! So we just toss a great big bunch of stuff on the Martians’ heads. They’ll fight for it, kid, fight! Who wouldn’t, for perfumes and Paris dresses and Oshkosh overalls, eh? And nice new shoes——”
“We don’t wear shoes.”
“What have I got here?” R.R. asked of the ceiling. “A planet full of Okies? Look, Joe, we’ll take care of that. We’ll shame everyone into wearing shoes. Then we sell them the polish!”
“Oh.”
He slapped Ettil’s. arm. “Is it a deal? Will you be technical director on my film? You’ll get two hundred a week to start, a five-hundred top. What you say?”
“I’m sick,” said Ettil. He had drunk the manhattan and was now turning blue.
“Say, I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would do that to you. Let’s get some fresh air.”
In the open air Ettil felt better. He swayed. “So that’s why Earth took us in?”
“Sure, son. Any time an Earthman can turn an honest dollar, watch him steam. The customer is always right. No hard feelings. Here’s my card. Be at the studio in Hollywood tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. They’ll show you your office. I’ll arrive at eleven and see you then. Be sure you get there at nine o’clock. It’s a strict rule.”
“Why?”
“Gallagher, you’re a queer oyster, but I love you. Good night. Happy invasion!”
The car drove off.
Ettil blinked after it, incredulous. Then, rubbing his brow with the palm of his hand, he walked slowly along the street toward the rocket port.
“Well, what are you going to do?” he asked himself, aloud. The rockets lay gleaming in the moonlight silent. From the city came the sounds of distant revelry. In the medical compound an extreme case of nervous breakdown was being tended to: a young Martian who, by his screams, had seen too much, drunk too much, heard too many songs on the little red-and-yellow boxes in the drinking places, and had been chased around innumerable tables by a large elephant-like woman. He kept murmuring:
“Can’t breathe . . . crushed, trapped.”
The sobbing faded. Ettil came out of the shadows and moved on across a wide avenue toward the ships. Far over, he could see the guards lying about drunkenly. He listened. From the vast city came the faint sounds of cars and music and sirens. And he imagined other sounds too: the insidious whir of malt machines stirring malts to fatten the warriors and make them lazy and forgetful, the narcotic voices of the cinema caverns lulling and lulling the Martians fast, fast into a slumber through which, all of their remaining lives, they would sleepwalk.
A year from now, how many Martians dead of cirrhosis of the liver, bad kidneys, high blood pressure, suicide?
He stood in the middle of the empty avenue. Two blocks away a car was rushing toward him.
He had a choice: stay here, take the studio job, report for work each morning as adviser on a picture, and, in time, come to agree with the producer that, yes indeed, there were massacres on Mars; yes, the women were tall and blond; yes, there were tribal dances and sacrifices; yes, yes, yes. Or he could walk over and get into a rocket ship and, alone, return to Mars.
“But what about next year?” he said.
The Blue Canal Night Club brought to Mars. The Ancient City Gambling Casino, Built Right Inside. Yes, Right Inside a Real Martian Ancient City! Neons, racing forms blowing in the old cities, picnic lunches in the ancestral graveyards—all of it, all of it.
But not quite yet. In a few days he could be home. Tylla would be waiting with their son, and then for the last few years of gentle life he might sit with his wife in the blowing weather on the edge of the canal reading his good, gentle books, sipping a rare and light wine, talking and living out their short time until the neon bewilderment fell from the sky.
And then perhaps he and Tylla might move into the blue mountains and hide for another year or two until the tourists came to snap their cameras and say how quaint things were.
He knew just what he would say to Tylla. “War is a bad thing, but peace can be a living horror.”
He stood in the middle of the wide avenue.
Turning, it was with no surprise that he saw a car bearing down upon him, a car full of screaming children. These boys and girls, none older than sixteen, were swerving and ricocheting their open-top car down the avenue. He saw them point at him and yell. He heard the motor roar louder. The car sped forward at sixty miles an hour.
He began to run.
Yes, yes, he thought tiredly, with the car upon him, how strange, how sad. It sounds so much like . . . a concrete mixer.
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The Dead Man
'THAT'S the man, right over there,' said Mrs. Ribmoll, nodding across the street. 'See that man perched on the tar barrel afront Mr. Jenkens's store? Well, that's him. They call him Odd Martin.'
    'The one that says he's dead?' cried Arthur.
    Mrs. Ribmoll nodded. 'Crazy as a weasel down a chimney. Carries on firm about how he's been dead since the Flood and nobody appreciates it.'
    'I see him sitting there every day,' cried Arthur.
    'Oh, yes, he sits there, he does. Sits there and stares at nothing. I say it's a crying shame they don't throw him in jail!'
    Arthur made a face at the man. 'Yah!'
    'Never mind, he won't notice you. Most uncivil man I ever seen. Nothing pleases him.' She yanked Arthur's arm. 'Come on, sonny, we got shopping to do.'
    They walked on up the street past the barber shop. In the window, after they'd gone by, stood Mr. Simpson, snipping his blue shears and chewing his tasteless gum. He squinted thoughtfully out through the fly-specked glass, looking at the man sitting over there on the tar barrel. 'I figure the best thing could happen to Odd Martin would be to get married,' he figured. His eyes glinted slyly. Over his shoulder he looked at his manicurist, Miss Weldon, who was busy burnishing the scraggly fingernails of a farmer named Gilpatrick. Miss Weldon, at this suggestion, did not look up. She had heard it often. They were always ragging her about Odd Martin.
    Mr. Simpson walked back and started work on Gilpatrick's dusty hair again. Gilpatrick laughed softly. 'What woman would marry Odd? Sometimes I almost believe heisdead. He's got an awful odour to him.'
    Miss Weldon looked up at Mr. Gilpatrick's face and carefully cut his finger with one of her little scalpels. 'Gol darn it!' He jumped. 'Watch what you're doin', woman!'
    Miss Weldon looked at him with calm little blue eyes in a small white face. Her hair was mouse-brown; she wore no makeup and talked to no one most of the time.
    Mr. Simpson cackled and snicked his blue steel shears. 'Hope, hope, hope!' he laughed like that. 'Miss Weldon, she knows what she's doin', Gilpatrick. Just you be careful, Miss Weldon, he give a bottle of eau de cologne to Odd Martin last Christmas. It helped cover up his smell.'
    Miss Weldon laid down her instruments.
    'Sorry, Miss Weldon,' apologized Mr. Simpson. 'I won't say no more.'
    Reluctantly, she took up her instruments again.
    'Hey!' cried one of the four other men waiting in the shop. 'There he goesagain!' Mr. Simpson whirled, almost taking Gilpatrick's pink ear with him in his shears. 'Come look, boys!'
    Across the street the sheriff stepped out of his office door just then and he saw it happen, too. He saw what Odd Martin was doing.
    Everybody came running from all the little stores.
    The sheriff walked over and looked down into the gutter.
    'Come on, now, Odd Martin, come on now,' he shouted. He poked down into the gutter with his shiny black boot-tip. 'Come on, get up! You're not dead. You're good as me. You'll catch your death of cold there with all them gum wrappers and cigar butts. Come on, get up!'
    Mr. Simpson arrived on the scene and looked at Odd Martin lying there. 'He looks like a bottle a milk.'
    'He's takin' up valuable parkin' space for cars, this bein' Friday mornin',' whined the sheriff. 'And lots of people needin' the area. Here now,Odd!Hmm. Well. . . give me a hand here, boys.'
    They lifted the body up on to the sidewalk.
    'Let him stay here,' declared the sheriff, jostling around in his boots. 'Just let him stay till he gets tired of layin'. He's done this a million times before. Likes the publicity. Vamoose, you kids!'
    He sent a bunch of children skipping ahead of his cheek of tobacco.
    Back in the barber shop, Simpson looked around. 'Where's Miss Weldon? Unh.' He looked through the window. 'There she is, brushing him off again, while he lies there. Fixing his coat, buttoning it up. Here she comes back. Don't nobody fun with her, she resents it.'
    The barber clock said twelve and then one and then two and then three. Mr. Simpson kept track of it. 'I make you a bet that Odd Martin lies over there till four o'clock,' he said.
    Someone else said, 'I'll bet he's there until four-thirty.'
    'Last time — ' a snickering of the shears ' — he was there five hours. Nice warm day today. He may snooze there until six. I'll say six. Let's see your money, gents!'
    The money was put on the shelf by the hair-ointments.
    One of the younger men shaved a stick with his penknife. 'It's sorta funny how we joke about Odd. Sometimes I wonder if we ain't really just scared of him, inside us. I mean, we won't let ourselves believe he's really dead. We don't dare believe it. We'd never get over it if we knew. So we make him a kinda joke. We let him lay around. He don't hurt nobody. He's just there. But I notice old Sawbones Hudson's never really touched Odd's heart with his stethoscope. Scared of what he'd find, I bet.'
    'Scared of what he'd find!' Laughter. Simpson laughed and snished his shears. Two men with crusty beards laughed, a little too loud. The laughter didn't last long. 'Great one for jokin', you you are!' they all said, slapping their gaunt knees.
    Miss Weldon, she went on manicuring her clients.
    'He's gettin' up!'
    There was a general half-rising of all the bodies in the shop and a lot of neck twisting to watch Odd Martin gain his feet. 'He's up on one knee, now up on the other, now someone's givin' him a hand.'
    'It's Miss Weldon. She sure got over there in a rush!'
    'What time is it?'
    'Four-fifteen! You lose, Simp! Pay us!'
    The bet was settled.
    'That Miss Weldon's a queer beetle herself. Takin' after a man like Odd.'
    Simpson clicked his scissors. 'Being an orphan, she's got quiet ways. She likes men who don't say much. Odd, he don't say hardly anything. Just the opposite of us crude, crude men, eh, fellows? We talk too much. Miss Weldon don't like our way of speakin'.'
    'There they go. The two of ‘em. Miss Weldon and Odd Martin.'
    'Say, take a little more off around my ears, will you Simp?'
    Skipping down the street, bounding a red rubber ball, came little Radney Bellows, his blond hair flopping in a yellow fringe over his blue eyes. He bounced the ball abstractedly, tongue between lips, and the ball fell under Odd Martin's feet where he sat once more on the tar barrel. Inside the grocery, Miss Weldon was doing her supper shopping, putting soup cans and vegetable cans into a basket.
    'Can I have my ball?' asked little Radney Bellows upwards at the six feet two inches of Odd Martin. No one was within hearing distance.
    'Can you have your ball?' said Odd Martin haltingly. He turned it over inside his head, it appeared. His level, grey eyes shaped up Radney like one would shape up a little ball of clay. 'You can have your ball, yes; take it.'
    Radney bent slowly and took hold of the bright red rubber globe and arose slowly, a secretive look in his eyes.
    'I know something.'
    Odd Martin looked down. 'You know something?'
    Radney leaned forward. 'You'redead.'
    Odd Martin sat there.
    'You're really dead,' whispered little Radney Bellows. 'But I'm the only one who really knows. I believe you, Mr. Odd. I tried it once myself. Dying, I mean. It's hard. It's work. I laid on the floor for an hour. But my stomach itched, so I scratched it, and the blood got up in my head and made me dizzy. Then — I quit. Why?' He looked at his shoes. ' ‘Cause I had to go to the bathroom.'
    A slow, understanding smile formed in the soft pallid flesh of Odd Martin's long, bony face. 'Itiswork. It isn't easy.'
    'Sometimes, I think about you,' said Radney. 'I see you walk by my house. Nights. Sometimes two in the morning. I wake up. I know you're out walking around. I know I should look out, and I do, and, gee, there you are, walking and walking. Not going hardly any place.'
    'There's no place to go.' Odd sat with his large, square, calloused hands on his knees. 'I try thinking of some — place to — go — ' He slowed, like a horse to a bit-pull ' — but it's hard to think. I try and — try. Sometimes I almost know what to do, where to go. Then, I forget. Once I had an idea to go to a doctor and have him declare me dead, but, somehow — ' his voice was slow and husky and low ' — I never got there.'
    Radney looked straight at him. 'If you want, I'll take you.'
    Odd Martin glanced leisurely at the setting sun. 'No. I'm weary, tired, but I'll — wait. Now I've gone this far, I'm curious to see what happens next. After the flood that washed away my farm and all my stock and put me under water, like a chicken in a bucket, I filled up like you'd fill a thermos with water, and I came walking out of the flood, anyhow. But I knew I was dead. Late of nights I lay listening in my room, but there's no heartbeat in my ears or in my chest or in my wrists, though I lie still as a cold cricket. Nothing inside me but a darkness and a relaxation and an understanding. There must be a reason for me still walking, though. Maybe it was because I was still young when I died. Only twenty-eight, and not married yet. I always wanted to marry, never got around to it. Here I am, doing odd jobs around town, saving my money, ‘cause I never eat,heck, I can'teat, and sometimes getting so discouraged and downright bewildered that I lie in the gutter and hope they'll take me and poke me in a pine box and lay me away for ripening. Yet, at the same time — I don't want that. I want a little more. I realize it whenever Miss Weldon walks by and I see the wind playing her hair like a little brown feather — ' He sighed away into a pause.
    Radney Bellows waited a minute, then cleared his throat and darted away, bouncing his ball. 'See you later!'
    Odd stared at the spot where Radney had been. Five minutes later he blinked. 'Eh? Somebody here? Somebody speak?'
    Miss Weldon came from the grocery with a basket of food.
    'Like to walk me home, Odd?'
    They walked along in a comfortable silence, she careful not to walk too fast, because he set his feet down carefully. The wind rustled in the cedars and in the elms and the maples all along the way. Several times his lips parted and he glanced aside at her, and then he shut his mouth tight and squinted ahead, as if looking at something a million miles off.
    Finally, he said, 'Miss Weldon?'
    'Yes, Odd?'
    'I been saving and saving my money. I've got quite a handsome sum. I don't spend much for anything, and — you'd be surprised,' he said, sincerely. 'I got about a thousand dollars. Maybe more. Sometimes I count it and get tired and I can't count no more. And — ' He seemed baffled and a little angry with her, suddenly. 'Whydo you like me, Miss Weldon?' he demanded.
    She looked a little surprised, then smiled up at him. It was almost a child look of liking she gave him. 'Because. You're quiet. Because. You're not loud and mean. Like the men at the barber's. Because. I'm lonely, and you've been kind. Because you're the first one that ever looked at me. The others don't even see me, not once. They say I can't think. They say I'm senseless because I didn't finish sixth grade. But I'm so lonely, Odd, and talking to you means so much.'
    He held her small white hand, tight.
    She moistened her lips. 'I wish we could do something about the way people talk about you. I don't want to sound mean, but if you'd only stop telling them you're dead, Odd.'
    He stopped walking. 'Then you don't believe me, either,' he said, remotely.
    'You're ‘dead' for want of a good woman's cooking, for loving, for living decent, Odd. That's what you mean by ‘dead'; nothing else!'
    His grey eyes were deep and lost. 'Is that what I mean?' He saw her eager, shiny face. 'Yes, that's what I mean. You guessed it right. That's what I mean.'
    Their footsteps went along together, drifting in the wind, like leaves floating, and the night got darker and softer and the stars came out.
    Two boys and two girls stood under a street lamp about nine o'clock that evening. Far away down the street someone walked along slowly, quietly, alone.
    'There he is,' said one of the boys. 'Youask him, Tom.'
    Tom scowled uneasily. The girls laughed at him. Tom said, 'Okay, but you come along.'
    Odd Martin walked along, pausing now and then to examine a fallen leaf with the tip of his shoe, turning and lifting it.
    'Mr. Odd? Hey there, Mr. Odd!'
    'Eh? Oh, hello.'
    'Mr. Odd, we — ' Tom swallowed and looked around for assistance. 'That is — we want you to — well — we want you to come to our party!'
    A minute later, after looking at Tom's clean, soap-smelling face and seeing the pretty blue jacket his sixteen-year-old girl friend wore, Odd answered. 'Thank you. But I don't know. I might forget to come.'
    'No, you wouldn't. You'd remember, because this is Hallowe'en!'
    Tom's girl pulled his arm. 'Let's go, Tom. Let's not have him. Let's not. Please. He won't do, Tom.'
    'Why won't he do?'
    'He's — he's not scary enough.'
    Tom shook her off. 'Letmehandle this.'
    The girl pleaded. 'Please, no. He's just a dirty old man. Bill can put candle-tallow on his fingers and those horrid porcelain teeth in his mouth and the green chalk marks under his eyes and scare the ducks out of us. We don't needhim!' And she perked her rebellious head at Odd.
    Odd Martin stood watching the leaves under his shoe-tips. He heard the stars sitting in the sky for ten minutes before he knew the four young folks were gone. A round dry laugh came in his mouth like a pebble. Children. Hallowe'en. Not scary enough. Bill'd do better. Candle-tallow and green chalk. Just an old man. He tasted the laughter, found it both strange and bitter.
    Morning again. Radney Bellows flung his ball against the store front, caught it, flung it again. Someone hummed behind him. He turned. 'Hi, Mr. Odd!'
    Odd Martin, walking with green paper dollars in his fingers, counted them. He stopped on one spot and held himself in one position. His eyes were senseless.
    'Radney,' he cried out. 'Radney!' His hands groped.
    'Yes, sir, Mr. Odd!'
    'Radney, where was I going? Just now, where was I going? Going somewhere to buy something for Miss Weldon! Here, Radney, help me!'
    'Yes, sir, Mr. Odd!' Radney ran and stood in his shadow.
    A hand came down, money in it, seventy dollars of money. 'Radney, run buy a dress for — Miss Weldon — ' The hand opened, the money fell, the hand remained out, opening, making gasping, seeking moves, wrestling, wondering moves. There was numbed terror and longing and fear in Odd's face. 'The place, I can't remember the place, oh God, help me remember. A dress, and a coat. For Miss Weldon, at — at — '
    'Krausmann's Department Store?' said Radney.
    'No.'
    'Fielder's?'
    'No!'
    'Mr. Leiberman's?'
    'That's it! Leiberman! Here, here, Radney, run down to — '
    'Leiberman's.'
    ' — and get a new green dress for — Miss Weldon, and a coat. A new green dress with yellow roses painted on it. You get them and bring them to me here. Oh, Radney, wait.'
    'Yes, sir?'
    'Radney — you think, maybe, I could clean up at your house?' asked Odd quietly. 'I need a — a bath.'
    'Gee, I don't know, Mr. Odd. My folks'r funny. I don't know.'
    'That's all right, Radney. I understand. Run now!'
    Radney ran on the double. Odd Martin stood in the sunlight, humming a tune in his mouth. Radney ran with the money past the barber shop; poked his head inside. Mr. Simpson stopped snipping Mr. Trumbull's hair and glared at him. 'Hey!' cried Radney. 'Odd Martin's humming a tune!'
    'What tune?' asked Simpson.
    'Goes likethis,' and Radney hummed it.
    'Yee God's Amaughty!' bellowed Simpson. 'Sothat'swhy Miss Weldon ain't here manicurin' this mornin'! That there tune's the Weddin' March!'
    Radney rushed on. Pandemonium!
    Shouting, laughter, a squishing and pattering of water. The back room of the barber emporium steamed and sweated. Everybody had his turn. Mr. Simpson heaved a bucket of hot water down over Odd Martin sitting in a galvanized tin tub. Mr. Trumbull banged and whisked Odd's pale back with a big beardy brush on a stick. Old man Gilpatrick doused him with a half quart of cow-soap, that bubbled and frothed and stank sweetly, and every once in a while Shorty Phillips hit Odd with jigger of eau de cologne. They all funned and ran around, slipping, in the steam. 'Put some more on ‘em!' More water. 'Scrub with that brush,you!' The brush sizzled on Odd's spine. Mr. Simpson gunked in his throat, laughing: 'Always said marriage is what you needed, Odd!' Somebody else said, 'Congratulations!' and smacked Odd right square on his shoulder blades with a can of ice-water. Odd Martin didn't even notice the shock. 'You'll smell fine now!'
    Odd sat blowing bubbles in one cupped hand. 'Thanks. Thanks so much for helping. Thanks for scouring me. Thanks, I needed it.'
    Simpson put a hand over his own smiling mouth. 'Nothing's too good for you, ya know that, Odd.'
    Someone whispered in the steamy background, 'Imagine. . . her. . . him. . . and married. . . moron married. . . to an idiot. . . why. . .'
    'Shut up, back there!' Simpson frowned.
    Radney ran in. 'Here's the green dress, Mr. Odd!'
    An hour later they perched Odd in the barber chair. Someone had lent him a new pair of black shoes. Mr. Trumbull polished them vigorously, winking at everybody. Mr. Simpson snipped Odd's hair, took no money for it. 'No, Odd keep your money. This is all a weddin' present to you. Yes, sir.' And he spat. Then he shook rose-water on Odd's scalp. 'There, Moonlight and roses!'
    Odd Martin looked around. 'You won't tell nobody about this marriage,' he asked, 'until tomorrow? Me and Miss Weldon sort of want a marriage without the town poking fun. You see?'
    'Sure, Odd,' said Simpson, finishing the job. 'Mum's the word. Where you goin' to live? You buyin' a farm?'
    'Farm?' Odd stepped from the chair. Somebody'd lent him a nice new tan coat, and someone else'd pressed his pants sharp for him. He looked elegant. 'Yes, I'm going over to buy the property now. Have to pay extra, but it's worth it. Extra. Come on, Radney.' He paused at the door. 'I bought a house out on the edge of town. I have to go make the payment on it now.'
    Simpson stopped him. 'What's it like? You didn't have much money.'
    'It's a small house,' said Odd, 'but it'll do. Some folks built it a while back, then moved away East somewhere. It was up for sale for only five hundred, so I got it. Miss Weldon and I are moving out there tonight, after our marriage. But don't tell nobody, please, until tomorrow.'
    'Sure thing, Odd. Sure thing.'
    Odd went away into the four o'clock light, Radney at his side, and the barber shop men fell down into chairs and grabbed their ribs and laughed.
    The sun went down slow and the snipping of the shears continued, with the buzzing of flies, the clock ticking, and the men sitting around nodding their heads, showing their teeth, waving their hands, joking. . .
    The next morning at breakfast, little Radney Bellows sat thoughtfully spooning his cereal. Father folded his newspaper across the table and looked at Mother. 'Everybody in town's talking about the quiet elopement of Odd Martin and Miss Weldon,' said Father. 'People, looking for them, can't find them.'
    'Well,' said Mother, 'I heard he bought her a house.'
    'I heard that, too,' admitted Father. 'I phoned Carl Rogers this morning. He says he didn't sell any house to Odd. And Carl is the only real-estate dealer in town.'
    Radney Bellows swallowed more cereal. He looked at his father. 'Oh, no, he's not theonlyreal-estate dealer in town.'
    'What do you mean?' demanded Father.
    'Nothing, except I looked out the window at midnight and I saw something.'
    'You sawwhat?'
    'It was all moonlight. And you know what I saw? Well, I saw two people walking up the Elm Glade road. A man and a woman. A man in a nice new coat, and a woman in a green dress. Walking real slow. Holding hands.' Radney took a breath. 'And the two people were Mr. Odd Martin and Miss Weldon. And walking out the Elm Glade road there ain't any houses out that way at all. Only the Trinity Park Cemetery. And Mr. Gustavsson, in town, he sells tombs in the Trinity Park Cemetery. He's got an office in town. Like I said, Mr. Carl Rogers ain't the only real estate man in town. So — '
    'Oh,' snorted Father, irritably, 'you were dreaming!'
    Radney bent his head over his cereal and looked out from the corners of his eyes.
    'Yes, sir,' he said, finally, sighing. 'I was only dreaming.'
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Doubles
Bernard Trimble played tennis against his wife and when he beat her she     was unhappy and when she beat him he was demon-possessed and double-damn madness unhappy, to     put it mildly.
 
One summer, on a country road, in verdant Santa Barbara, Bernard Trimble was     motoring along a farmland road with a beautiful and compatible lady of recent acquaintance in     the seat beside him, her hair whipping in the wind, with her bright scarf snapping, and a look     of philosophic tiredness on her face as from recent pleasant exertions, when an open roadster     gunned past them going in the opposite direction, with a woman driving and a young man lounging     beside her.
‘My God!’ cried Trimble.
‘Why’d you just cry “my God”?’ said the     beautiful temptress at his side.
‘My wife just passed with the most terrible look on her face.’
‘What kind of look?’
‘Just like the one you have right now,’ said Trimble.
And he gunned the car down the road.
 
At an early dinner that night at the tennis club, with the sound of the     tennis balls flying back and forth like soft doves, Trimble sat between two lit candles     heartily devouring a bottle of wine. He growled when his wife finally arrived after much too     long a shower and sat across from him wearing a spider-woven Spanish mantilla and a     phosphorescent breath, like the breath of a twilight forest, sighing from her mouth.
He bent close to examine her chin, her cheeks, and her eyes.
‘No, it’s not there.’
‘What’s not there?’ she asked.
The look, he thought, of remembered and pleasant exertion.
She in turn bent forward, searching his face.
He leaned back in his chair and at last got the courage to say, ‘A strange     thing happened this afternoon.’
His wife took a sip of wine and replied, ‘Strange, I was going to say     somewhat the same thing.’
‘You first, then,’ he said.
‘No, go ahead. Tell me the strange     thing.’
‘Well,’ he said. ‘I was driving along a country road outside town when a car     passed, going the other way. There was a woman in it who looked very much like you. In the seat     beside her, wearing an extravagantly rich white suit, his hair whipping in the wind and looking     terribly and pleasantly tired, was the billionaire tennis-playing magnate Charles William     Bishop. It was all over in a second and the car was gone. After all, we were traveling forty     miles an hour.’
‘Eighty,’ said his wife. ‘Two cars passing each other in opposite directions     at forty miles an hour, the aggregate is eighty.’
‘Oh yes,’ he agreed. ‘Well, wasn’t that strange?’
‘Indeed,’ said his wife. ‘Now let me tell you my strangeness. I was driving     in a car this afternoon on a country road and a car passed at an accumulated eighty miles an     hour and I thought I saw a man in it who looked very much like you. In the seat beside him was     that beautiful heiress from Spain, Carlotta de Vega Montenegro. It was all over in a second and     I was stunned and drove on. Two strange occurrences, yes?’
‘Have some more wine,’ he said quietly. He filled her glass much too full and     they sat for a long while studying each other’s face and drinking the wine.
They listened to the soft sound of the dovelike tennis balls being struck and     tossed through the twilight air; there seemed to be a lot of     people out on the courts, enjoying themselves.
He cleared his throat and at last picked up a knife and began to run its edge     along the tablecloth between them.
‘I think,’ he said, ‘this is the way we solve our two strange problems.’
With his knife he scored a long rectangle in the cloth and cut across it so     that it resembled a metaphorical tennis court on the table.
 
Trimble and his wife looked across the net at the figures of Charles William     Bishop and Carlotta de Vega Montenegro walking away, shaking their heads, their shoulders     slumped in the noonday sun.
His wife lifted a towel to touch his cheek and he lifted one to touch     hers.
‘Well done!’ he said.
‘Bull’s-eye!’ she said.
And they looked into each other’s face to find a look of tired contentment     from recent amiable exertions.
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Downwind from Gettysburg
At eight thirty that night he heard the sharp crack from the theater down the hall.
Backfire, he thought. No. Gun.
A moment later he heard the great lift and drop of voices like an ocean surprised by a landfall which stopped it dead. A door banged. Feet ran.
An usher burst through his office door, glanced swiftly about as if blind, his face pale, his mouth trying words that would not come.
‘Lincoln … Lincoln …’
Bayes glanced up from his desk.
‘What about Lincoln?’
‘He … he’s beenshot.’
‘Good joke. Now—’
‘Shot. Don’t you understand? Shot. Really shot. For the second time, shot!’
The usher wandered out, holding to the wall.
Bayes felt himself rise. ‘Oh, for Christ—’
And he was running and passed the usher who, feeling him pass, began to run with him.
‘No, no,’ said Bayes. ‘It didn’t happen. It didn’t. It couldn’t. It didn’t, couldn’t …’
‘Shot,’ said the usher.
As they made the corridor turn, the theater doors exploded wide and a crowd that had turned mob shouted or yelled or screamed or stunned simply said, ‘Where is he?’ ‘There!’ ‘Is that him?’ ‘Where?’ ‘Who did it?’ ‘He did?Him?’ ‘Hold him!’ ‘Watch out!’ ‘Stop!’
Two security guards stumbled to view, pushed, pulled, twisted now this way and that, and between them a man who struggled to heave back from the bodies, the grasping hands and now the upflung and downfell fists. People snatched, pecked, pummeled, beat at him with packages or frail sun parasols which splintered like kites in a great storm. Women turned in dazed circles seeking lost friends, whimpering. Men, crying out, shoved them aside to squirm through to the center of the push and thrust and backward-pumping guards and the assaulted man who now masked his cut face with splayed fingers.
‘Oh God, God.’ Bayes froze, beginning to believe. He stared upon the scene. Then he sprang forward. ‘This way! Back inside! Clear off! Here! Here!’
And somehow the mob was breached, a door cracked wide to shove flesh through, then slammed.
Outside, the mob hammered, threatening damnations and scourges unheard of by living men. The whole theater structure quaked with their muted wails, cries and estimates of doom.
Bayes stared a long moment at the shaken and twisted doorknobs, the chattering locks, then over to the guards and the man slumped between them.
Bayes leaped back suddenly, as if an even fresher truth had exploded there in the aisle.
Dimly, he felt his left shoe kick something which spun skittering like a rat chasing its tail along the carpeting under the seats. He bent to let his blind hand search, grope, find the still-half-warm pistol which, looked at but disbelieved, he shoved in his coat pocket as he backed down the aisle. It was a full half minute before he forced himself to turn and face the inevitable stage and that figure in the center of the stage.
Abraham Lincoln sat in his carved highback chair, his head bent forward at an unfamiliar angle. Eyes flexed wide, he gazed upon nothing. His large hands rested gently on the chair arms, as if he might momentarily shift weight, rise, and declare this sad emergency at an end.
Moving as under a tide of cold water, Bayes mounted the steps.
‘Lights, dammit! Give us more lights!’
Somewhere, an unseen technician remembered what switches were for. A kind of dawn grew in the dim place.
Bayes, on the platform, circled the occupant of the chair, and stopped.
Yes. There it was. A neat bullet hole at the base of the skull, behind the left ear.
‘Sic semper tyrannis,’ a voice murmured somewhere.
Bayes jerked his head up.
The assassin, seated now in the last row of the theater, face down but sensing Bayes’ preoccupation with Lincoln, spoke to the floor, to himself:
‘Sic—’
He stopped. For there was an outraged stir above him. One security guard’s fist flew up, as if the man had nothing to do with it. The fist, urgent to itself, was on its way down to silence the killer when—
‘Stop!’ said Bayes.
The fist paused halfway, then withdrew to be nursed by the guard with mixtures of anger and frustration.
None, thought Bayes, I believe none of it. Not that man, not the guards and not … he turned to again see the bullet hole in the skull of the slain leader.
From the hole a slow trickle of machinery oil dripped.
From Mr Lincoln’s mouth, a similar slow exudation of liquid moved down over the chin and whiskers to rain drop by drop upon his tie and shirt.
Bayes knelt and put his ear to the figure’s chest.
Faintly within there was the whine and hum of wheels, cogs, and circuitries still intact but malfunctioning.
For some reason this sound reared him to his feet in alarm.
‘Phipps …!?’
The guards blinked with incomprehension.
Bayes snapped his fingers. ‘Is Phipps coming in tonight? Oh God, he mustn’t see this! Head him off! Tell him there’s an emergency, yes, emergency at the machine plant in Glendale! Move!’
One of the guards hurried out the door.
And watching him run, Bayes thought, please, God, keep Phippshome, keep him off …
Strange, at such a time, not your own life but the lives of others flashed by.
Remember … that day five years past when Phipps first slung his blueprints, his paintings, his watercolors out on a table and announced his Grand Plan? And how they had all stared at the plans and then up at him and gasped:
Lincoln?
Yes! Phipps had laughed like a father just come from a church where some sweet high vision in some strange Annunciation has promised him a most peculiar son.
Lincoln. That was the idea. Lincoln born again.
And Phipps? He would both engender and nurture this fabulous everready giant robot child.
Wouldn’t it be fine … if they could stand in the meadow fields of Gettysburg, listen, learn, see, hone the edge of their razor souls, andlive?
Bayes circled the slumped figure in the chair and, circling, numbered the days and remembered years.
Phipps, holding up a cocktail glass one night, like a lens that simultaneously proportions out the light of the past and the illumination of the future:
‘I have always wanted to do a film on Gettysburg and the vast crowd there and far away out at the edge of that sun-drowsed impatient lost thick crowd, a farmer and his son trying so hard to hear, not hearing, trying to catch the wind-blown words from the tall speaker there on the distant stand, that gaunt man in the stovepipe hat who now takes off his hat, looks in it as to his soul rummaged there on scribbled letterbacks and begins to speak.
‘And this farmer, in order to get his son up out of the crush, why, he hefts the boy up to sit upon his shoulders. There the boy, nine years old, a frail encumbrance, becomes ears to the man, for the man indeed cannot hear nor see but only guess what the President is speaking far across a sea of people there at Gettysburg and the President’s voice is high and drifts now clear, now gone, seized and dispersed by contesting breeze and wind. And there have been too many speakers before him and the crowd all crumpled wool and sweat, all mindless stockyard squirm and jostled elbow, and the farmer talks up to his son on his shoulders in a yearning whisper: What? What’s hesay? And the boy, tilting his head, leaning his peach-fuzz ear to the wind, replies:
‘“Fourscore and seven years …”’
‘Yes?’
‘“… ago, our fathers brought forth …”’
‘Yes, yes!?’
‘“… on this continent …”’
‘Eh?’
‘Continent! “A new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are …“
‘And so it goes, the wind leaning against the frail words, the far man uttering, the farmer never tiring of his sweet burden of son and the son obedient cupping and catching and telling it all down in a fierce good whisper and the father hearing the broken bits and some parts missing and some whole but all fine somehow to the end …
‘“… of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”’
‘The boy stops whispering.
‘It is done.
‘And the crowd disperses to the four directions. And Gettysburg is history.
‘And for a long time the father cannot bring himself to ease his translator of the wind down to set him on the earth, but the boy, changed, comes down at last …’
Bayes sat looking at Phipps.
Phipps slugged down his drink, suddenly chagrined at his own expansiveness, then snorted:
‘I’ll never make that film. But I will makethis!’
And that was the moment he pulled forth and unfolded the blueprints of the Phipps Eveready Salem, Illinois, and Springfield Ghost Machine, the Lincoln mechanical, the electro-oil-lubricated plastic India-rubber perfect-motioned and outspoken dream.
Phipps and his born-full-tall-at-birth Lincoln. Lincoln. Summoned live from the grave of technology, fathered by a romantic, drawn by need, slapped to life by small lightnings, given voice by an unknown actor, to be placed there to live forever in this far southwest corner of old-new America! Phipps and Lincoln.
And that was the day, yes, of the first wild bursts of laughter which Phipps ignored by simply saying, ‘We must, oh we must, stand all of us, downwind from Gettysburg. It’s the only hearing place.’
And he shared out his pride among them. This man he gave armatures, to that the splendid skull, another must trap the Ouija-spirit voice and sounding word, yet others must grow the precious skin, hair, and fingerprints. Yes, even Lincoln’stouchmust be borrowed, copied, the same!
Derision then was their style of life.
Abe would never really speak, they all knew that, nor move. It would all be summed and written off with taxes as a loss.
But as the months lengthened into years, their outcries of hilarity turned to accepting smiles and stunned wild grins. They were a gang of boys caught up in some furtive but irritably joyous mortuary society who met midnights in marble vaults to disperse through graveyards at dawn.
The Lincoln Resurrection Brigade yeasted full and prospered. Instead of one mad fool, a dozen maniacs fell to rifling old mummy-dust newsfiles, begging and then pilfering death masks, burying and then digging up new plastic bones.
Some toured the Civil War battlefields in hopes that history, borne on some morning wind, might whip their coats like flags. Some prowled the October fields of Salem, starched brown with farewell summer, sniffing airs, pricking ears, alert for some lank lawyer’s unrecorded voice, anxious for echoes, pleading their case.
And none more anxious nor paternal-proud worrying than Phipps until the month when the robot was spread out on delivery tables, there to be ball and socketed, voice box locked in, rubber eyelids peeled back to sink therein the deep sad eyes which, gazing out, had seen too much. The generous ears were appended that might hear only time lost. The largeknuckled hands were hung like pendulums to guess that time. And then upon the tall man’s nakedness they shucked on suiting, buttoned buttons, fixed his tie, a gathering of tailors, no, Disciples now on a bright and glorious Easter morn and them on Jerusalem’s hills ready to roll aside the rock and stand Him forth at their cry.
And in the last hour of the last day Phipps had locked them all out as he finished the final touches on the recumbent flesh and spirit and at last opened the door and, not literally, no, but in some metaphoric sense, asked them to hoist him on their shoulders a last time.
And in silence watched as Phipps called across the old battlefield and beyond, saying the tomb wasnothis place; arise.
And Lincoln, deep in his cool Springfield marbled keep, turned in his slumbers and dreamed himself awake.
And rose up.
And spoke.
A phone rang.
Bayes jerked.
The memories fell away.
The theater phone on one far stage wall buzzed.
Oh, God, he thought, and ran to lift the phone.
‘Bayes? This is Phipps. Buck just called and told me to get over there! Said something about Lincoln—’
‘No,’ said Bayes. ‘You know Buck. Must have called from the nearest bar. I’m here in the theater. Everything’s fine. One of the generator’s acted up. We just finished repairs—’
‘He’sall right, then?’
‘He’s great.’ He could not take his eyes off the slumped body. Oh Christ. Oh God. Absurd.
‘I – I’m coming over.’
‘No, don’t!’
‘Jesus, why are youshouting?’
Bayes bit his tongue, took a deep breath, shut his eyes so he could not see the thing in the chair and said, slowly:
‘Phipps, I’m not shouting. There. The lights just came back on. I can’t keep the crowd waiting. I swear to you—’
‘You’re lying.’
‘Phipps!’
But Phipps had hung up.
Ten minutes, thought Bayes wildly, oh God, he’ll be here in ten minutes. Ten minutes before the man who brought Lincoln out of the grave meets the man who put him back in it …
He moved. A mad impulse made him wish to run backstage, start the tapes, see how much of the fallen creature would motivate, which limbs jerk, which lie numb – more madness. Time for that tomorrow.
There was only time now for the mystery.
And the mystery was enclosed in the man who sat in the third seat over in the last row back from the stage.
The assassin – he was an assassin, wasn’t he? The assassin, what did he look like?
He had seen his face, some few moments ago, hadn’t he? And wasn’t it a face from an old, a familiar, a faded and put-away daguerreotype? Was there a full mustache? Were there dark and arrogant eyes?
Slowly Bayes stepped down from the stage. Slowly he moved up the aisle and stopped, looking in at that man with his head bent into clutching fingers.
Bayes inhaled then slowly exhaled a question in two words:
‘Mr …Booth?’
The strange faraway man stiffened, then shuddered and let forth a terrible whisper:
‘Yes …’
Bayes waited. Then he dared ask:
‘Mr … JohnWilkesBooth?’
To this the assassin laughed quietly. The laugh faded into a kind of dry croak.
‘Norman Llewellyn Booth. Only the last name is … the same.’
Thank God, thought Bayes. I couldn’t have stood the other.
Bayes spun and paced up the aisle, stopped, and fixed his eyes to his watch. No time. Phipps was on the freeway now. Any moment, he’d be hammering at the door. Bayes spoke rigidly to the theater wall directly in front of him:
‘Why?’
And it was an echo of the affrighted cry of three hundred people who had sat here not ten minutes ago and jumped to terror at the shot.
‘Why!?’
‘I don’t know!’ cried Booth.
‘Liar!’ cried Bayes, in the same breath and instant.
‘Too good a chance to miss.’
‘What?!’ Bayes whirled.
‘… nothing.’
‘You don’t dare say that again!’
‘Because,’ said Booth, head down, half hid, now light, now dark, jerking into and out of emotions he only sensed as they came, went, rose, faded with barks of laughter and then silence. ‘Because … it’s the truth.’ In awe, he whispered, stroking his cheeks. ‘I did it. I actuallydidit.’
‘Bastard!’
Bayes had to keep walking up, around, down the aisles, circling, afraid to stop, afraid he might rush and strike and keep on striking this stupid genius, this bright killer—
Booth saw this and said:
‘What are you waiting for? Get it over.’
‘I will not–!’ Bayes forced his yell down to a steady calmness. ‘I will not be tried for murder because I killed a man who killed another man who wasn’t really a man at all, but a machine. It’s enough to shoot a thing that seems alive. I won’t have some judge or jury trying to figure a law for a man who kills because a humanoid computer was shot. I won’t repeat your stupidity.’
‘Pity,’ mourned the man named Booth, and saying it, the light went out of his face.
‘Talk,’ said Bayes, gazing through the wall, imagining the night roads, Phipps in his car, and time running out. ‘You’ve got five minutes, maybe more, maybe less. Why did you do it, why? Start somewhere. Start with the fact you’re a coward.’
He waited. The security guard waited behind Booth, creaking uneasily in his shoes.
‘Coward, yes,’ said Booth. ‘How did you know?’
‘I know.’
‘Coward,’ said Booth. ‘That’s me. Always afraid. You name it. Things. People. Places. Afraid. People I wanted to hit, but never hit. Things I always wanted, never had. Places I wanted to go, never went. Always wanted to be big, famous, why not? That didn’t work either. So, I thought, if you can’t find something to be glad about, find something to be sad. Lots of ways to enjoy being sad. Why? Who knows? I just had to find something awful to do and then cry about what I had done. That way you felt you had accomplished something. So, I set out to do something bad.’
‘You’ve succeeded.’
Booth gazed down at his hands hung between his knees as if they held an old but suddenly remembered and simple weapon.
‘Did you ever kill a turtle?’
‘What?’
‘When I was ten I found out about death. I found out that the turtle, that big dumb rocklike thing, was going to live long after I was dead. I figured if I had to go, the turtle went first. So I took a brick and hit him on the back until I broke his shell and he died …’
Bayes slowed in his constant pacing and said, ‘For the same reason, I once let a butterfly live.’
‘No,’ said Booth, quickly, then added, ‘no, not for the same reason. A butterfly lit on my hand once. The butterfly opened and shut its wings, just resting there. I knew I could crush it. But I didn’t because I knew that in ten minutes or an hour some bird would eat it. So I let it just fly away. But turtles?! They lie around backyards and live forever. So I went and got a brick and I was sorry for months after. Maybe I still am. Look …’
His hands trembled before him.
‘And what,’ said Bayes, ‘has all this to do with your being here tonight?’
‘Do? What!’ cried Booth, looking at Bayes as ifhewere mad. ‘Haven’t you beenlistening? Great God, I’m jealous! Jealous of anything that works right, anything that’s perfect, anything that’s beautiful all to itself, anything that lasts I don’t care what it is! Jealous!’
‘You can’t be jealous of machines.’
‘Why not, dammit?’ Booth clutched the back of the seat in front of him and slowly pulled himself forward staring at the slumped figure in that highback chair in the center of the stage. ‘Aren’t machines more perfect, ninety-nine times out of a hundred than most people you’ve ever known? I meanreally? Don’t they do things right? How many people can you name do things right one third, one half the time? That damned thing up there, that machine, not only looks perfection, but speaks and acts perfection. More, if you keep it oiled and wound and fixed it’ll be looking, speaking, acting right and grand and beautiful a hundred, two hundred years after I’m in the earth! Jealous? Damn right I am!’
‘But a machine doesn’tknowwhat it is.’
‘Iknow,Ifeel!’ said Booth. ‘I’m outside it looking in. I’m always outside things like that. I’ve never been in. The machine has it. I don’t. It was built to do one or two things exactly on the nose. No matter how much I learned or knew or tried the rest of my life, no matter what I did, I could never be as perfect, as fine, as maddening, as deserving of destruction as that thing up there, that man, that thing, that creature, that president …’
He was on his feet now, shouting at the stage eighty feet away.
Lincoln said nothing. Machinery oil gathered glistening on the floor under the chair.
‘That president—’ murmured Booth, as if he had come upon the real truth at last. ‘That president. Yes. Lincoln. Don’t you see? He died a long time ago. He can’t be alive. He just can’t be. It’s not right. A hundred years ago and yet here he is. He was shot once, buried once, yet here he is going on and on and on. Tomorrow and the day after that and all the days. So his name being Lincoln and mine Booth … I justhadtocome …’
His voice faded. His eyes had glazed over.
‘Sit down,’ said Bayes, quietly.
Booth sat, and Bayes nodded to the remaining security guard. ‘Wait outside, please.’
When the guard was gone and there were only Booth and himself and the quiet thing waiting up there in the chair, Bayes turned slowly at last and looked at the assassin. He weighed his words carefully and said:
‘Good but not good enough.’
‘What?’
‘You haven’t given all the reasons why you came here tonight.’
‘I have!’
‘You just think you have. You’re kidding yourself. All Romantics do. One way or the other. Phipps when he invented this machine. You when you destroyed it. But it all comes down to this … very plain and very simple, you’d love to have your picture in the papers, wouldn’t you?’
Booth did not answer, but his shoulder straightened, imperceptibly.
‘Like to be seen coast-to-coast on magazine covers?’
‘No.’
‘Get free time on TV?’
‘No.’
‘Be interviewed on radio?’
‘No!’
‘Like to have trials and lawyers arguing whether a man can be tried for proxy-murder …’
‘No!’
‘… that is, attacking, shooting a humanoid machine …’
‘No!’
Booth was breathing fast now, his eyes moving wildly in his face. Bayes let more out:
‘Great to have two hundred million people talking about you tomorrow morning, next week, next month, next year!’
Silence.
But a smile appeared, like the faintest drip of saliva, at the corner of Booth’s mouth. He must have felt it. He raised a hand to touch it away.
‘Fine to sell your personal true real story to the international syndicates for a fine chunk?’
Sweat moved down Booth’s face and itched in his palms.
‘Shall I give you the answer to all, all the questions I have just asked? Eh? Eh? Well,’ said Bayes, ‘the answer is—’
Someone rapped on a far theater door.
Bayes jumped. Booth turned to stare.
The knock came, louder.
‘Bayes, let me in, this is Phipps,’ a voice cried outside in the night.
Hammering, pounding, then silence. In the silence, Booth and Bayes looked at each other like conspirators.
‘Let me in, oh Christ, let me in!’
More hammering, then a pause and again the insistent onslaught, a crazy drum and tattoo, then silence again, the man outside panting, circling perhaps to find another door.
‘Where was I?’ said Bayes. ‘No. Yes. The answer to all those questions? Do you get worldwide TV radio film magazine newspaper gossip broadcast publicity …?’
A pause.
‘No.’
Booth’s mouth jerked but he stayed silent.
‘N,’ Bayes spelled it, ‘O.’
He reached in, found Booth’s wallet, snapped out all the identity cards, pocketed them, and handed the empty wallet back to the assassin.
‘No?’ said Booth, stunned.
‘No, Mr Booth. No pictures. No coast-to-coast TV. No magazines. No columns. No papers. No advertisement. No glory. No fame. No fun. No selfpity. No resignation. No immortality. No nonsense about triumphing over the dehumanization of man by machines. No martyrdom. No respite from your own mediocrity. No splendid suffering. No maudlin tears. No renunciation of possible futures. No trial. No lawyers. No analysts speeding you up this month, this year, thirty years, sixty years, ninety years after, no stories with double spreads, no money, no.’
Booth rose up as if a rope had hauled him tall and stretched him gaunt and washed him pale.
‘I don’t understand. I—’
‘You went to all this trouble? Yes. And I’m ruining the game. For when all is said and done, Mr Booth, all the reasons listed and all the sums summed, you’re a has-been that never was. And you’re going to stay that way, spoiled and narcissistic and small and mean and rotten. You’re a short man and I intend to squash and squeeze and press and batter you an inch shorter instead of force-growing you, helping you gloat nine feet tall.’
‘You can’t!’ cried Booth.
‘Oh, Mr Booth,’ said Bayes, on the instant, almost happy, ‘Ican. I can do anything with this case I wish, and I wish not to press charges. More than that, Mr Booth, itnever happened.’
The hammering came again, this time on a locked door up on the stage.
‘Bayes, for God’s sake, let me in! This is Phipps! Bayes! Bayes!’
Booth stared at the trembling, the thundershaken, the rattling door, even while Bayes called very calmly and with an ease that was beautiful:
‘Just a moment.’
He knew that in a few minutes this calm would pass, something would break, but for now there was this splendidly serene thing he was doing; he must play it out. With fine round tones he addressed the assassin and watched him dwindle and spoke further and watched him shrink.
‘It never happened, Mr Booth. Tell your story, but we’ll deny it. You were never here, no gun, no shot, no computerized data-processed assassination, no outrage, no shock, no panic, no mob. Why now, look at your face. Why are you falling back? Why are you sitting down? Why do you shake? Is it the disappointment? Have I turned your fun the wrong way? Good.’ He nodded at the aisle. ‘And now, Mr Booth, get out.’
‘You can’t make—’
‘Sorry you said that, Mr Booth.’ Bayes took a soft step in, reached down, took hold of the man’s tie and slowly pulled him to his feet so he was breathing full in his face.
‘If you ever tell your wife, any friend, employer, child, man, woman, stranger, uncle, aunt, cousin, if you ever tell even yourself out loud going to sleep some night about this thing you did, do you know what I am going to do to you, Mr Booth? If I hear one whisper, one word, one breath, I shall stalk you, I shall follow you for a dozen or a hundred or two hundred days, you’ll never know what day, what night, what noon, where, when or how but suddenly I’ll be there when you least expect and then do you know what I am going to do to you, Mr Booth? I won’t say, Mr Booth, I can’t tell. But it will be awful and it will be terrible and you’ll wish you had never been born, that’s how awful and terrible it will be.’
Booth’s pale face shook, his head bobbed, his eyes peeled wide, his mouth open like one who walks in a heavy rain.
‘What did I just say, Mr Booth? Tell me!’
‘You’ll kill me?’
‘Say it again!’
He shook Booth until the words fell out of his chattered teeth:
‘Kill me!’
He held tight, shaking and shaking the man firmly and steadily, holding and massaging the shirt and the flesh beneath the shirt, stirring up the panic beneath the cloth.
So long, Mr Nobody, and no magazine stories and no fun and no TV, no celebrity, an unmarked grave and you not in the history books, no, now get out of here, get out, run, run before I kill you.
He shoved Booth. Booth ran, fell, picked himself up, and lunged toward a theater door which, on the instant, from outside, was shaken, pounded, riven.
Phipps was there, calling in the darkness.
‘The other door,’ said Bayes.
He pointed and Booth wheeled to stumble in a new direction to stand swaying by yet another door, putting one hand out—
‘Wait,’ said Bayes.
He walked across the theater and when he reached Booth raised his flat hand up and hit Booth once, hard, a slapping strike across the face. Sweat flew in a rain upon the air.
‘I,’ said Bayes, ‘I just had to do that. Just once.’
He looked at his hand, then turned to open the door.
They both looked out into a world of night and cool stars and no mob.
Booth pulled back, his great dark liquid eyes the eyes of an eternally wounded and surprised child, with the look of the self-shot deer that would go on wounding, being shot by itself forever.
‘Get,’ said Bayes.
Booth darted. The door slammed shut. Bayes fell against it, breathing hard.
Far across the arena at another locked door, the hammering, pounding, the crying out began again. Bayes stared at that shuddering but remote door. Phipps. But Phipps would have to wait. Now …
The theater was as vast and empty as Gettysburg in the late day with the crowd gone home and the sun set. Where the crowd had been and was no more, where the Father had lifted the Boy high on his shoulders and where the Boy had spoken and said the words, but the words now, also, gone …
On the stage, after a long moment, he reached out. His fingers brushed Lincoln’s shoulder.
Fool, he thought standing there in the dusk. Don’t. Now, don’t. Stop it. Why are you doing this? Silly. Stop. Stop.
And what he had come to find he found. What he needed to do he did.
For tears were running down his face.
He wept. Sobs choked his mouth. He could not stop them. They would not cease.
Mr Lincoln was dead. Mr Lincoln wasdead!
Andhehad let his murderer go.
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End of Summer
One.Two.Hattie's lips counted the long, slow strokes of the high town clock as she lay quietly on her bed. The streets were asleep under the courthouse clock, which seemed like a white moon rising, round and full, the light from it freezing all of the town in late summer time. Her heart raced.
She rose swiftly to look down on the empty avenues, the dark and silent lawns. Below, the porch swing creaked ever so little in the wind.
She saw the long, dark rush of her hair in the mirror as she unknotted the tight schoolteacher's bun and let it fall loose to her shoulders. Wouldn't her pupils be surprised, she thought; so long, so black, so glossy. Not too bad for a woman of thirty-five. From the closet, her hands trembling, she dug out hidden parcels. Lipstick, rouge, eyebrow pencil, nail polish. A pale blue negligee, like a breath of vapor. Pulling off her cotton nightgown, she stepped on in, hard, even while she drew the negligee over her head.
She touched her ears with perfume, used the lipstick on her nervous mouth, penciled her eyebrows, and hurriedly painted her nails.
She was ready.
She let herself out into the hall of the sleeping house. She glanced fearfully at three white doors. If they sprang open now, then what? She balanced between the walls, waiting.
The door stayed shut.
She shack her tongue out at one door, then at the other two.
She drifted down the noiseless stairs onto the moonlit porch and then into the quiet street.
The smell of a September night was everywhere. Underfoot, the concrete breathed warmth up along her thin white legs.
"I've always wanted to do this." She plucked a blood rose for her black hair and stood a moment smiling at the shaded windows of her house. "You don't know what I'm doing," she whispered. She swirled her negligee.
Down the aisle of trees, past glowing street lamps, her bare feet were soundless. She saw every bush and fence and wondered, "Why didn't I think of this a long time ago?" She paused in the wet grass just to feel how it was, cool and prickly.
The patrolman, Mr. Waltzer, was wandering down Glen Bay Street, singing in a low, sad tenor. As he passed, Hattie circled a tree and stood staring at his broad back as he walked on, still singing.
When she reached the courthouse, the only noise was the sound of her bare toes on the rusty fire escape. At the top of the flight, on a ledge under the shining silver clock face, she held out her hands.
There lay the sleeping town!
A thousand roofs glittered with snow that had fallen from the moon.
She shook her fists and made faces at the town. She flicked her negligee skirt contemptuously at the far houses. She danced and laughed silently, then stopped to snap her fingers in all four directions.
A minute later, eyes bright, she was racing on the soft lawns of the town.
She came to the house of whispers.
She paused by a certain window and heard a man's voice and a woman's voice in the secret room.
Hattie leaned against the house and listened to whispering, whispering. It was like hearing two tiny moths fluttering gently inside on the window screen. There was a soft, remote laughter.
Hattie put her hand to the screen above, her face the face of one at a shrine. Perspiration shone on her lips.
"What was that?" cried a voice inside.
Like mist, Hattie whirled and vanished.
When she stopped running she was by another house window.
A man stood in the brightly lighted bathroom, perhaps the only lighted room in the town, shaving carefully around his yawning mouth. He had black hair and blue eyes and was twenty-seven years old and every morning carried to his job in the railyards a lunch bucket packed with ham sandwiches. He wiped his face with a towel and the light went out.
Hattie waited behind the great oak in the yard, all film, all spiderweb. She heard the front door click, his footsteps down the walk, the clank of his lunch pail. From the odors of tobacco and fresh soap, she knew, without looking, that he was passing.
Whistling between his teeth, he walked down the street toward the ravine. She followed from tree to tree, a white veil behind an elm, a moon shadow behind an oak. Once, he whirled about. Just in time she hid from sight. She waited, heart pounding. Silence. Then, his footsteps walking on.
He was whistling the song "June Night."
The high arc light on the edge of the ravine cast his shadow directly beneath him. She was not two yards away, behind an ancient chestnut tree.
He stopped but did not turn. He sniffed the air.
The night wind blew her perfume over the ravine, as she had planned it.
She did not move. It was not her turn to act now. She simply stood pressing against the tree, exhausted with the shaking of her heart.
It seemed an hour before he moved. She could hear the dew breaking gently under the pressure of his shoes. The warm odor of tobacco and fresh soap came nearer.
He touched one of her wrists. She did not open her eyes. He did not speak.
Somewhere, the courthouse clock sounded the time as three in the morning.
His mouth fitted over hers very gently and easily.
Then his mouth was at her ear and she was held to the tree by him. He whispered. Soshewas the one who'd looked in his windows the last three nights! He kissed her neck. She,shehad followed him, unseen, last night! He stared at her. The shadows of the trees fell soft and numerous all about, on her lips, on her cheeks, on her brow, and only her eyes were visible, gleaming and alive. She was lovely, did she know that? He had thought he was being haunted. His laughter was no more than a faint whisper in his mouth. He looked at her and made a move of his hand to his pocket. He drew forth a match, to strike, to hold by her face, to see, but she took his hand and held it and the unlit match. After a moment, he let the matchstick drop into the wet grass. "It doesn't matter," he said.
She did not look up at him. Silently he took her arm and began to walk.
Looking at her pale feet, she went with him to the edge of the cool ravine and down to the silent flow of the stream, to the moss banks and the willows.
He hesitated. She almost looked up to see if he was still there. They had come into the light, and she kept her head turned away so that he saw only the blowing darkness of her hair and the whiteness of her arms.
He said, "You don't have to come any further, you know. Which house did you come from? You can run back to wherever it is. But if you run, don't ever come back; I won't want to see you again. I couldn't take any more of this, night after night. Now's your chance. Run, if you want!"
Summer night breathed off her, warm and quiet.
Her answer was to lift her hand to him.
 
Next morning, as Hattie walked downstairs, she found Grandma, Aunt Maude, and Cousin Jacob with cold cereal in their tight mouths, not liking it when Hattie pulled up her chair. Hattie wore a grim, high-necked dress, with a long skirt. Her hair was a knotted, hard bun behind her ears, her face was scrubbed pale, clean of color in the cheeks and lips. Her painted eyebrows and eyelashes were gone. Her fingernails were plain.
"You're late, Hattie," they all said, as if an agreement had been made to say it when she sat down.
"I know." She did not move in her chair.
"Better not eat much," said Aunt Maude. "It's eight-thirty. You should've been at school. What'll the superintendent say? Fine example for a teacher to set her pupils."
The three stared at her.
Hattie was smiling.
"You haven't been late in twelve years, Hattie," said Aunt Maude.
Hattie did not move, but continued smiling.
"You'd better go," they said.
Hattie walked to the hall to take down her green umbrella and pinned on her ribboned flat straw hat.
They watched her. She opened the front door and looked back at them for a long moment, as if about to speak, her cheeks flushed. They leaned toward her. She smiled and ran out, slamming the door.
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A Far-away Guitar
Old Miss Bidwell used to sit with a lemonade glass in her hand in her squeaking rocker on the porch of her house on Saint James Street every summer night from seven until nine. At nine, you could hear the front door tap shut, the brass key turn in the lock, the blinds rustle down, and the lights click out.
Her routine varied in no detail; she lived alone with a house full of rococo pictures, a dusty library, a yellow-mouthed piano, and a music box which, when she wound it up and set it going, prickled the air like the bubbles from lemon soda pop. Miss Bidwell had a nod for everyone walking by, and it was interesting that her house had no front steps leading up to its wooden porch. No front steps, and no back steps. For Miss Bidwell hadn’t left her house in forty years. In the year 1911, she had had the back and the front steps completely torn down and the porches railed in.
In the autumn – the closing-up, the nailing-in, the hiding-away time – she would have one last lemonade on her cooling, bleak porch; then she would carry her wicker chair inside, and no one would see her again until the next spring.
‘There she goes,’ said Mr Widmer, the grocer, pointing with the red apple in his hand. ‘Take a good look at her.’ He tapped the wall calendar. ‘Nine o’clock of an evening in the month of September, the day after Labor Day.’
Several customers peered over at Miss Bidwell’s house. There was the old lady, looking around for a final time; then she went inside.
‘Won’t see her again until May first,’ said Mr Widmer. ‘There’s a trapdoor in her kitchen wall. I unlock that trapdoor and shove the groceries in. There’s an envelope there, with money in it and a list of the things she wants. I never see her.’
‘What’s she do all winter?’
‘Only the Lord knows. She’s had a ’phone for forty years and never used it.’
Miss Bidwell’s house was dark.
Mr Widmer bit into his apple, enjoying its crisp succulence. ‘Forty years ago, she had the front steps taken away.’
‘Why? Folks die?’
‘They died before that.’
‘Husband or children die?’
‘Never had no children nor husband. She held hands with a young man who had all kinds of notions about traveling. They were going to be married. He used to sit and play the guitar and sing to her on that porch. One day he just went to the railway station and bought one ticket for Arizona, California, and China.’
‘That’s a long time for a woman to carry a torch.’
They laughed quietly and solemnly, for it was a sad admission they had made.
‘Suppose she’llevercome out?’
‘When you’reseventy? All I do every year is wait for the first of May. If she don’t come out on the porch that day and set up her chair, I’ll know for sure she’s dead. Then I’ll ’phone the police.’
‘Good night,’ said everyone, and left Mr Widmer alone in the gray light of his grocery shop.
Mr Widmer put on his coat and listened to the whining of the wind grow stronger. Yes, every year. And every year at this time he’d watched the old woman become more of an old woman. She was as remote as one of those barometers where the woman comes out for fair weather and the man appears for bad. But what a broken instrument, with only the woman coming out and coming out alone, and never a man at all, for bad or for better. How many thousands of July and August nights had he seen her there, beyond her moat of green grass which was as impassable as a crocodile stream? Forty years of small-town nights. How much might they weigh if put to the scale? A feather to himself, but how much toher?
Mr Widmer was putting on his hat when he saw the man.
The man came along the street, on the other side: an old man, dim in the light of the single corner street lamp. He was looking at all the house numbers, and when he came to the corner house, number 11, he stopped and looked at the lightless windows.
‘It couldn’t be,’ said Mr Widmer. He turned out the light and stood in the warm grocery smell of his shop, watching the old man through the plate glass. ‘Not after this much time.’ He shook his head. It was much more than ridiculous, for hadn’t he felt his heart quicken at least once a day, every day, for four decades whenever he saw a man pass or pause by Miss Bidwell’s? Every man in the history of the town who so much as tied a shoelace in front of her locked house had been a source of wonder to Mr Widmer.
‘Areyouthe young man who ran off and left our Miss Bidwell?’ he cried to himself.
Once, thirty years ago, white apron flapping, he had run across the brick street to confront a young man. ‘Well, so you came back!’
‘What?’ the young man said.
‘Aren’t you Mr Robert Farr, the one who brought her red carnations and played the guitar and sang?’
‘The name’s Corley,’ and the young man drew forth silk samples to display and sell.
As the years passed, Mr Widmer had become frightened about one thing: Suppose Mr Farrdidcome back some day, how was he to be recognized? In his mind, Mr Widmer remembered the man as striding and young and very clean-faced. But forty years could peel a man away and dry his bones and tighten his flesh into a fine, acid etching. Perhaps some day Mr Farr might return, like a hound to old trials, and, because of Mr Widmer’s negligence, think the house locked and buried deep in another century, and go away, never the wiser. Perhaps it had happenedalready!
There stood the man, the old man, the unbelievable man, at nine-fifteen in the evening of the day after Labor Day in September. There was a slight bend to his knees and his back, and his face was turned to the Bidwell house.
‘One last try,’ said Mr Widmer. ‘Sticking my nose in.’
He stepped lightly over the cool brick street and reached the farther curb. The old man turned toward him.
‘“Evening,” said Mr Widmer.
‘I wonder if you could help me?’ said the old man. ‘Is this the old Bidwell house?’
‘Yes.’
‘Does anyone live there?’
‘Miss Ann Bidwell, she’s still there.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Good night.’ And Mr Widmer walked off, his heart pounding, cursing himself. Why didn’t you ask him, you idiot! Why didn’t you say, Mr Farr? Is that you, Mr Farr?
But he knew the answer. This time, he wanted it tobeMr Farr. And the only way to insure that itwasMr Farr was not to shatter the thin bubble of reality. Asking outright might have evoked an answer which would have crushed him all over again. No, I’m not Mr Farr; no, I’m not him. Butthisway, bynotasking, Mr Widmer could go to his home tonight, could lie in his upstairs bed, and, for an hour or so, could imagine, with an ancient and implausible tinge of romanticism, that at last the wandering man had come home from long trackways of traveling and long years of other cities and other worlds. This sort of lie was the most pleasant in which to indulge. You don’t ask a dream if it is real, or you wake up. All right then, let that man – bill collector, dust-man, or whatever – for this night, at least, assume the identity of a lost person.
Mr Widmer walked back across the street, around the side of his shop, and up the narrow, dark stairs to where his wife was already in bed, asleep.
‘Suppose itishim,’ he thought, in bed. ‘And he’s knocking on the house sides, knocking on the back door with a broom handle, tapping at the windows, calling her on the ’phone, leaving his card poked under the doors, suppose?’
He turned on his side.
‘Will she answer?’ he wondered. ‘Will she pay attention, will she do anything? Or will she just sit in her house with the fenced-in porch and no steps going up or down to the door, and let him knock and call her name?’
He turned on his other side.
‘Will we see her again next May first, and not until then? And will he wait until then … six months of knocking and calling her name and waiting?’
He got up and went to the window. There, far away over the green lawns, at the base of the huge, black house, by the porch which had no steps, stood the old man. And was it imagination or was his voice calling, calling there under the autumn trees, at the lightless windows?
The next morning, very early, Mr Widmer looked down at Miss Bidwell’s lawn.
It was empty. ‘I doubt if he was even there,’ said Mr Widmer. ‘I doubt I even talked to anyone but a lamp post. That apple was half cider; it turned my head.’
It was seven o’clock; Mrs Terle and Mrs Adams came into the cold shop for bacon and eggs and milk. Mr Widmer edged round the subject. ‘Say, you didn’t see no prowlers near Miss Bidwell’s last night, did you?’
‘Were there some?’ cried the ladies.
‘Thought I saw some.’
‘I didn’t see no one,’ they said.
‘It was the apple,’ murmured Mr Widmer. ‘Pure cider.’
The door slammed, and Mr Widmer felt his spirits slump. Only he had seen, and the seeing must have been the rusted product of too many years of trying to live out another person’s life.
The streets were empty, but the town was slowly arising to life. The sun was a reddish ball over the courthouse clock. Dew still lay on everything in a cool blanket. Dew stood in bubbles on every grass blade, on every silent red brick; dripped from the elms and the maples and the empty apple trees.
He walked slowly and carefully across the empty street and stood on Miss Bidwell’s sidewalk. Her lawns, a vast green sea of dew that had fallen in the night, lay before him. Mr Widmer felt again the warm pounding of his heart. For there, in the dew, circling and circling the house, where they had left fine, clear impressions, was a series of endless footprints, round and round, under the windows, near the bushes, at the doors. Footprints in the crystal grass, footprints that melted as the sun rose.
The day was a slow day. Mr Widmer kept near the front of his shop, but saw nothing. At sunset, he sat smoking under the awning. ‘Maybe he’s gone, maybe he’ll never come back. She didn’t answer. I know her. She’s proud and old. The older the prouder, that’s what they say. Maybe he’s gone off on the train again. Why didn’t I ask him his name? Why didn’t I pound on the doorswithhim!’
But the fact remained that he hadn’t asked and he hadn’t pounded, and he felt himself the nucleus of a tragedy that was beginning to grow far beyond him.
‘He won’t come back. Not after all night walking round. He must have left just before dawn. Footsteps still fresh.’
Eight o’clock. Eight-thirty. Nothing. Nine o’clock. Nine-thirty. Nothing. Mr Widmer stayed open until quite late, even though there were no customers.
It was after eleven when he sat by the upstairs window of his home, not watching exactly, but not going to bed either.
At eleven-thirty, the clock struck softly, and the old man came along the street and stood before the house.
‘Of course!’ said Mr Widmer to himself. ‘He’s afraid someone will see him. He slept all day somewhere and waited. Afraid of what people might say. Look at him there, going round and round.’
He listened. There was the calling again. Like the last cricket of the year, like the last rustle of the last oak leaf of the season. At the front door, at the back, at the bay windows. Oh, there would be a million slow footprints in the meadow lawn tomorrow when the sun rose.
Was shelistening?
‘Ann, Ann, oh, Ann!’ was that what he called? ‘Ann, can you hear me, Ann?’ – was that what you called when you came back very late in the day?
And then, suddenly, Mr Widmer stood up.
Suppose she didn’thearhim? How could he be sure that she was stillableto hear? Seventy years make for spider webs in the ears, gray waddings of time which dull everything for some people until they live in a universe of cotton and wool and silence. Nobody had spoken to her in thirty years save to open their mouths to say hello. What if she were deaf, lying there in her cold bed now like a little girl playing out a long and lonely game, never even aware that someone was tapping on the rattling windows, someone was calling through her flake-painted door, someone was walking on the soft grass round her locked house? Perhaps not pride but a physical inability prevented her from answering!
In the living room, Mr Widmer quietly took the ’phone off the hook, watching the bedroom door to be certain he hadn’t wakened his wife. To the operator he said, ‘Helen? Give me 729.’
‘That you, Mr Widmer? Funny time of night to callher.’
‘Never mind.’
‘All right, but she won’t answer, never has. Don’t recall she everhasused her ’phone in all the years after she had it put in.’
The ’phone rang. It rang six times, and nothing happened.
‘Keep trying, Helen.’
The ’phone rang twelve times more. His face was streaming perspiration. Someone picked up the ’phone at the other end.
‘Miss Bidwell!’ cried Mr Widmer, almost collapsing in relief. ‘Miss Bidwell?’ he lowered his voice. ‘This is Mr Widmer, the grocer, calling.’
No answer. She was on the other end, in her house, standing in the dark. Through his window he could see that her house was still unlit. She hadn’t switched on any lights to find the ’phone.
‘Miss Bidwell, do you hear me?’ he asked.
Silence.
‘Miss Bidwell, I want you to do me a favor,’ he said.
Click.
‘I want you to open your front door and look out,’ he said.
‘She’s hung up,’ said Helen. ‘Want me to call her again?’
‘No thanks.’ He put the receiver back on the hook.
There was the house, in the morning sun, in the afternoon sun, and in the twilight – silent. Here was the grocery, with Mr Widmer in it, thinking: she’s a fool. No matter what, she’s a fool. It’s never too late. No matter how old, wrinkled hands are better than none. He’s traveled a long way, and, by his look, he’s never married but always traveled, as some men do, crazy to change their scenery every week, every month, every year, until they reach an age where they find they are collecting nothing at all but a lot of empty trips and a lot of towns with no more substance to them than movie sets and a lot of people in those towns who are about as real as wax dummies seen in lighted windows late at night as you pass by on a slow, black train.
He’s been living with a world of people who didn’t care about him because he never stayed anywhere long enough to make anyone worry whether he would rise in the morning or whether he had turned to dust. And then he got to thinking about her and decided that she was the one real person he’d ever known. And just a little too late, he took a train and got off and walked up here, and there he is on her lawn, feeling like a fool, and one more night of this and he won’t come back at all.
This was the third night. Mr Widmer thought of going over, of setting fire to the porch of Miss Bidwell’s house, and of causing the firemen to roar up. That would bring her out, right into the old man’s arms, by Jupiter!
But wait! Ah, but wait.
Mr Widmer’s eyes went to the ceiling. Up there, in the attic – wasn’t there a weapon there to be used against pride and time? In all that dust, wasn’t there something with which to strike out? Something as old as all of them – Mr Widmer, the old man, the old lady? How long since the attic has been cleaned out? Never.
But it was too ridiculous. He wouldn’t dare!
And yet, this was the last night. A weaponmustbe provided.
Ten minutes later, he heard his wife cry out to him, ‘Tom, Tom! What’s that noise! What are you doing in the attic?’
At eleven-thirty, there was the old man. He stood in front of the stepless house as if not knowing what to try next. And then he took a quick step and looked down.
Mr Widmer, from his upstairs window, whispered, ‘Yes, yes, go ahead.’
The old man bent over.
‘Pick it up!’ cried Mr Widmer to himself.
The old man extended his hands.
‘Brush it off! I know, I know it’s dusty; but it’s still fair enough. Brush it off,useit!’
In the moonlight, the old man held a guitar in his hands. It had been lying in the middle of the lawn. There was a period of long waiting while the old man turned it over with his fingers.
‘Go on!’ said Mr Widmer, silently.
There was a tentative chord of music.
‘Go on!’ said Mr Widmer. ‘What voices can’t do, music can. That’s it. Play! You’re right, try it!’ urged Mr Widmer.
And he thought: sing under the windows, sing under the apple trees and near the back porch, sing until the guitar notes shake her, sing until she starts to cry. You get a woman to crying, and you’re on safe ground. Her pride will all wash away; and the best thing to start the dissolving and crying is music. Sing songs, sing ‘Genevieve, Sweet Genevieve, the years may come the years may go,’ and sing ‘Meet Me Tonight in Dreamland,’ and sing ‘We Were Sailing Along on Moonlight Bay,’ and sing ‘There’s a Long, Long Trail Awinding,’ and sing all those old summer songs and old-time songs, any song that’s old and quiet and lovely; sing soft and light, with a few notes of the guitar; sing and play and perhaps you’ll hear the key turn in the lock!
He listened.
As pure as drops of water falling in the night, the guitar played, softly, softly, and it was half an hour before the old man began to sing, and it was so faint that no one could hear; no one except someone behind a wall in that house, in a bed, or standing in the dark behind a shaded window.
Mr Widmer went to bed, numb, and lay there for an hour, hearing the far-away guitar.
The next morning, Mrs Terle said, ‘I seen that prowler.’
‘Yes?’
‘He was there all night. Playing a guitar. Can you imagine? How silly can old people get? Whoishe, anyway?’
‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ said Mr Widmer.
‘Well, him and his guitar went away down the street at six this morning,’ said Mrs Terle.
‘Didn’t the door open for him?’
‘No. Should it?’
‘I suppose not. He’ll be back tonight.’
Tonight will do it, thought Mr Widmer. Tonight, just one more night. He’s not the sort to give up now. Now that he has the guitar, he’ll be back, and tonight will do it. Mr Widmer whistled, moving about the shop.
A van drove up outside, and Mr Frank Henderson climbed out, a kit of hammers and nails and a saw in his hands. He went round the van and took out a couple of dozen fresh-cut new pieces of raw, good-smelling timber.
‘Morning, Frank,’ called Mr Widmer. ‘How’s the carpentry business?’
‘Picking up this morning,’ said Frank. He sorted out the good yellow wood and the bright steel nails. ‘Got a job.’
‘Where?’
‘Miss Bidwell’s.’
‘Yes?’ Mr Widmer felt his heart begin the familiar pounding.
‘Yes. She ’phoned an hour ago. Wants me to build a new set of steps on to her front porch. Wants it done today.’
Mr Widmer stood looking at the carpenter’s hands, at the hammers and nails, and the good, fresh, clean wood. The sun was rising higher and the day was bright.
‘Here,’ said Mr Widmer, picking up some of the wood. ‘Let me help.’
They walked together, carrying the fine timber, across the green lawn, under the trees, toward the waiting house and the waiting, stepless porch. And they were smiling.
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Fee Fie Foe Fum
The postman came melting along the sidewalk in the hot summer sun, his nose dripping, his fingers wet on his full leather pouch. "Let's see. Next house is Barton's. Three letters. One for Thomas Q., one for his wife, Liddy, and one for old Grandma. Isshestill alive? How theydohang on."
He slid the letters in the box and froze.
A lion roared.
He stepped back, eyes wide.
The screen door sang open on its taut spring. "Morning, Ralph."
"Morning, Mrs. Barton. Just heard your pet lion."
"What?"
"Lion. In your kitchen."
She listened. "Oh,that? Our Garburator. You know: garbage disposal unit."
"Your husband buy it?"
"Right. You men and your machines. That thing'll eat anything, bones and all."
"Careful. It might eat you."
"No. I'm a lion-tamer." She laughed, and listened. "Hey, itdoessound like a lion."
"A hungry one. Well, so long."
He drifted off into the hot morning.
Liddy ran upstairs with the letters.
"Grandma?" She tapped on a door. "Letter for you."
The door was silent.
"Grandma? You in there?"
After a long pause, a dry-wicker voice replied, "Yep."
"What're you doing?"
"Ask me no questions, I'll tell you no lies," chanted the old one, hid away.
"You've been in there all morning."
"I might be here all year," snapped Grandma.
Liddy tried the knob. "You've locked the door."
"Well, so Ihave!"
"You coming down to lunch, Grandma?"
"Nope. Nor supper. I won't come down till you throw that damned machine out of the kitchen." Her flinty eye jittered in the keyhole, staring out at her granddaughter.
"You mean the Garburator?" Liddy smiled.
"I heard the postman. He's right. I won't have a lion inmyhouse!Listen! There's your husband now,usingit."
Below stairs, the Garburator roared, swallowing garbage, bones and all.
"Liddy!" her husband called. "Liddy, come on down. See it work!"
Liddy spoke to Grandma's keyhole. "Don't you want to watch, Grandma?"
"Nope!"
Footsteps arose behind Liddy. Turning, she found Tom on the top stairs. "Go down and try, Liddy. I got some extra bones from the butcher. It reallychewsthem."
She descended toward the kitchen. "It's grisly, but heck, why not?"
Thomas Barton stood neat and alone at Grandma's door and waited a full minute, motionless, a prim smile on his lips. He knocked softly, delicately. "Grandma?" he whispered. No reply. He patted the knob tenderly. "I know you're there, you old ruin. Grandma, youhear? Down below. Youhear? How come your door's locked? Something wrong? What could bother you on such a nice summer day?"
Silence. He moved into the bathroom.
The hall stood empty. From the bath came sounds of water running. Then, Thomas Barton's voice, full and resonant in the tile room, sang:
 
"Fee fie foe fum
 
I smell the blood of an Englishmum;
 
Be she alive or be she dead,
 
I'll gurrrr-innnnnnd her bones to make my bread!"
 
 
In the kitchen, the lion roared.
Grandma smelled like attic furniture, smelled like dust, smelled like a lemon, and resembled a withered flower. Her firm jaw sagged and her pale gold eyes were flinty bright as she sat in her chair like a hatchet, cleaving the hot noon air, rocking.
She heard Thomas Barton's song.
Her heart grew an ice crystal.
She had heard her grandson-in-law rip open the crate this morning, like a child with an evil Christmas toy. The fierce cracklings and tearings, the cry of triumph, the eager fumbling of his hands over the toothy machine. He had caught Grandma's yellow eagle eye in the hall entry and given her a mighty wink. Bang! She had run to slam her door!
Grandma shivered in her room all day.
Liddy knocked again, concerning lunch, but was scolded away.
Through the simmering afternoon, the Garburator lived gloriously in the kitchen sink. It fed, it ate, it made grinding, smacking noises with hungry mouth and vicious hidden teeth. It whirled, it groaned. It ate pig knuckles, coffee grounds, eggshells, drumsticks. It was an ancient hunger which, unfed, waited, crouched, metal entrail upon metal entrail, little flailing propellers of razor-screw all bright with lust.
Liddy carried supper up on a tray.
"Slide it under the door," shouted Grandma.
"Heavens!" said Liddy. "Open the door long enough for me to poke it in at you."
"Look over your shoulder; anyonelurkingin the hall?"
"No."
"So!" The door flew wide. Half the corn was spilled being yanked in. She gave Liddy a shove and slammed the door. "That was close!" she cried, holding the rabbit-run in her bosom.
"Grandma, what's gotinyou?"
Grandma watched the knob twist. "No use telling, you wouldn't believe, child. Out of the goodness of my heart I moved you here a year ago. Tom and I always spit at each other. Now he wants me gone, but he won't getme,no sir! I know his trick. One day you'll come from the store and I'll be nowhere. You'll ask Tom: What happened to old Grandma? Sweet-smiling, he'll say: Grandma? Just now decided to hike to Illinois! Just packed andleft! And you won't see Grandma again, Liddy, you know why, you got an inkling?"
"Grandma, that's gibberish. Tomlovesyou!"
"Loves my house, my antiques, my mattress-money,that'swhat he loves dearly! Get away, I'll work this out myself! I'm locked in here till hell burns out."
"What about your canary, Grandma?"
"Youfeed Singing Sam! Buy hamburger for Spottie, he's a happy dog, I can't let him starve. Bring Kitten up on occasion, I can't live without cats. Now, shoo! I'm climbing in bed."
Grandma put herself to bed like a corpse preparing its own coffin. She folded her yellow wax fingers on her ruffly bosom, as her mothlike eyelids winced shut. What to do? What weapon to use against that clockwork mechanic? Liddy? But Liddy was fresh as new-baked bread, her rosy face was excited only by cinnamon buns and raised muffins, she smelled of yeast and warm milk. The only murder Liddy might consider was one where the victim ended on the dinner platter, orange sucked in mouth, cloves in pink hide, silent under the knife. No, you couldn't tell wild truths to Liddy, she'd only laugh and bake another cake.
Grandma sighed a lost sigh.
The small vein in her chicken neck stopped throbbing. Only the fragile bellows of her tiny lungs moved in the room like the ghost of an apprehension, whispering.
Below, in its bright chromed cage, the lion slept.
 
A week passed.
Only "heading for the bathroom" ran Grandma out of hiding. When Thomas Barton throttled his car she panicked from her bedroom. Her bathroom visits were frantic and explosive. She fell back in bed a few minutes later. Some mornings, Thomas delayed going to his office, purposely, and stood, erect as a numeral one, mathematically clean, working on her door with his eyes, smiling at this delay.
Once in the middle of a summer night, she sneaked down and fed the "lion" a bag of nuts and bolts. She trusted Liddy to turn on the beast at dawn and choke it to death. She lay in bed early, hearing the first stirs and yawns of the two arising people, waiting for the sound of the lion shrieking, choked by bolt, washer, and screw, dying of indigestible parts.
She heard Thomas walk downstairs.
Half an hour later his voice said, "Here's a present for you, Grandma. My lion says: No thanks."
Peeking out, later, she found the nuts and bolts laid in a neat row on her sill.
On the morning of the twelfth day of imprisonment, Grandma dialed her bedroom phone:
"Hello, Tom, thatyou? You atwork,Tom?"
"This is my office number,why?"
"True." She hung up and tiptoed down the hall stairs into the parlor.
Liddy looked up, shocked. "Grandma!"
"Who else?" snapped the old one. "Tom here?"
"Youknowhe's working."
"Yes, yes!" Grandma stared unblinkingly about, gumming her porcelain teeth. "Just phoned him. Take ten minutes for him to drive home, don't it?"
"Sometimes half an hour."
"Good." Grandma mourned. "Can't stay in my room. Just had to come down, see you, set awhile, breathe." She pulled a tiny gold watch from her bosom. "In ten minutes, back up I go. I'll phone Tom then, to see if he's still at work. I might come down again, if he is." She opened the front door and called out into the fresh summer day. "Spottie, here, Spot! Kitten, here, Kitt!"
A large white dog, unmarked, appeared, yelping, to be let in, followed by a plump black cat which leaped in her lap when she sat.
"Good pals," Grandma cooed, stroking them. She lay back, eyes shut, and listened for the song of her wonderful canary in his golden cage in the dining room bay window.
Silence.
Grandma rose and peeked through the dining room door.
It was an instant before she realized what had happened to the cage.
It was empty.
"Singing Sam's gone!" screamed Grandma. She ran to dump the cage upside down. "Gone!"
The cage fell to the floor, just as Liddy appeared. "I thought it was quiet, but didn't know why. I must've left the cage open by mistake—"
"Yousure? Oh my God,wait!"
Grandma closed her eyes and groped her way out to the kitchen. Finding the kitchen sink cool under her fingers, she opened her eyes and looked down.
The Garburator lay gleaming, silent, its mouth wide. At its rim lay a small yellow feather.
Grandma turned on the water.
The Garburator made a chewing, swallowing noise.
Slowly, Grandma clamped both skinny hands over her mouth.
 
Her room was quiet as a pool; she remained in it like a quiet forest thing, knowing that once out of its shade, she might be set on by a jungle terror. With Singing Sam's disappearance, the horror had made a mushroom growth into hysteria. Liddy had had to fight her away from the sink, where Grandma was trying to bat the gluttonous machine with a hammer. Liddy had forced her upstairs to put ice compresses on her raging brow.
"Singing Sam, he's killed poor Sam!" Grandma had sobbed and wailed. But then the thrashing ceased, firm resolve seeped back. She locked Liddy out again and now there was a cold rage in her, in company with the fear and trembling; to think Tom woulddaredo this to her!
Now she would not open the door far enough to allow even supper in on a tray. She had dinner rattled to a chair outside, and she ate through the door-crack, held open on a safety chain just far enough so you saw her skeleton hand dart out like a bird shadowing the meat and corn, flying off with morsels, flying back for more. "Thanks!" And the swift bird vanished behind the shut door.
"Singing Sam must've flown off, Grandma." Liddy phoned from the drugstore to Grandma's room, because Grandma refused to talk any other way.
"Goodnight!" cried Grandma, and disconnected.
The next day Grandma phoned Thomas again.
"Youthere,Tom?"
"Whereelse?" said Tom.
Grandma ran downstairs.
"Here, Spot, Spottie! Here, Kitten!"
The dog and cat did not answer.
She waited, gripping the door, and then she called for Liddy.
Liddy came.
"Liddy," said Grandma, in a stiff voice, barely audible, not looking at her. "Go look in the Garburator. Lift up the metal piece. Tell me what you see."
Grandma heard Liddy's footsteps far away. A silence.
"What do you see?" cried Grandma, impatient and afraid.
Liddy hesitated. "A piece of white fur—"
"Yes?"
"And—a piece of black fur."
"Stop. No more. Get me an aspirin."
Liddy obeyed. "You and Tom must stop, Grandma. This silly game, I mean. I'll chew him out tonight. It's not funny anymore. I thought if I let you alone, you'd stop raving about some lion. But now it's been a week—"
Grandma said, "Do you really think we'll ever see Spot or Kitten again?"
"They'll be home for supper, hungry as ever," Liddy replied. "It was crude of Tom to stuff that fur in the Garburator. I'll stop it."
"Will you, Liddy?" Grandma walked upstairs as in a trance. "Will you, really?"
Grandma lay planning through the night. This all must end. The dog and cat had not returned for supper, though Liddy laughed and said they would. Grandma nodded. She and Tom must tie a final knot now. Destroy the machine? But he'd install another, and, between them, put her into an asylum if she didn't stop babbling. No, a crisis must be forced, on her own grounds, in her own time and way. How? Liddy must be tricked from the house. Then Grandma must meet Thomas, at long last, alone. She was dead tired of his smiles, worn away by this quick eating and hiding, this lizard-darting in and out doors. No. She sniffed the cooling wind at midnight.
"Tomorrow," she decided, "will be a grand day for a picnic."
 
"Grandma!"
Liddy's voice through the keyhole. "We're leaving now. Sure you won't come along?"
"No, child! Enjoy yourselves. It's a fine morning!"
Bright Saturday. Grandma, early, had telephoned downstairs suggesting her two relatives take ham and pickle sandwiches out through the green forests. Tom had assented swiftly. Of course! A picnic! Tom had laughed and rubbed his hands.
"Good-bye, Grandma!"
The rustle of picnic wickers, the slamming door, the car purring off into the excellent weather.
"There." Grandma appeared in the living room. "Now it's just a matter of time. He'll sneak back. I could tell by his voice;toohappy! He'll creep in, all alone, to visit."
She swept the house with a brisk straw broom. She felt she was sweeping out all the numerical bits and pieces of Thomas Barton, cleaning him away. All the tobacco fragments and neat newspapers he had flourished with his morning Brazilian coffee, clean threads from his scrupulous tweed suit, clips from his office supplies, out the door! It was like setting a stage. She ran about raising green shades to allow the summer in, flooding the rooms with bright color. The house was terribly lonely without a dog making noise like a typewriter on the kitchen floor or a cat blowing through it like silk tumbleweed over rose-patterned carpets, or the golden bird throbbing in its golden jail. The only sound now was the soft whisper that Grandma heard as her feverish body burned into old age.
In the center of the kitchen floor she dropped a pan of grease. "Well, look what I did!" she laughed. "Careful. Someone might slip and fall on that!" She did not mop it up, but sat on the far side of the kitchen.
"I'm ready," she announced to the silence.
The sunlight lay on her lap where she cradled a pot of peas. In her hand a paring knife moved to open them. Her fingers tumbled the green pods. Time passed. The kitchen was so quiet you heard the refrigerator humming behind its pressed-tight rubber seals around the door. Grandma smiled a pressed and similar smile and unhinged the pods.
The kitchen door opened and shut quietly.
"Oh!" Grandma dropped her pan.
"Hello, Grandma," said Tom.
On the floor, near the grease spot, the peas were strewn like a broken necklace.
"You're back," said Grandma.
"I'm back," Tom said. "Liddy's in Glendale. I left her to shop. Said I forgot something. Said I'd pick her up in an hour."
They looked at each other.
"I hear you're going East, Grandma," he said.
"That's funny, I heardyouwere," she said.
"All of a sudden you left without a word," he said.
"All of a sudden you packed up and went," she said.
"No,you," he said.
"You," she said.
He took a step toward the grease spot.
Water which had gathered in the sink was jarred by his moves. It trickled down the Garburator's throat, which gave off a gentle chuckling wet sound.
Tom did not look down as his shoe slipped on the grease.
"Tom." Sunlight flickered on Grandma's paring knife. "What can Idofor you?"
 
The postman dropped six letters in the Barton mailbox and listened.
"There's that lion again," he said. "Here comes someone," said the postman. "Singing."
Footsteps neared the door. A voice sang:
 
"Fee fie foe fum,
 
I smell the blood of an Englishmun,
 
Be he alive or be he dead,
 
I'll grr-innnd his bones to make my bread!"
 
 
The door flew wide.
"Morning!" cried Grandma, smiling.
The lion roared.
Annotation




The Fire Balloons
FIRE exploded over summer night lawns. You saw sparkling faces of uncles and aunts. Skyrockets fell up in the brown shining eyes of cousins on the porch, and the cold charred sticks thumped down in dry meadows far away.
The Very Reverend Father Joseph Daniel Peregrine opened his eyes. What a dream: he and his cousins with their fiery play at his grandfather’s ancient Ohio home so many years ago!
He lay listening to the great hollow of the church, the other cells where other Fathers lay. Had they, too, on the eve of the flight of the rocket Crucifix, lain with memories of the Fourth of July? Yes. This was like those breathless Independence dawns when you waited for the first concussion and rushed out on the dewy sidewalks, your hands full of loud miracles.
So here they were, the Episcopal Fathers, in the breathing dawn before they pinwheeled off to Mars, leaving their incense through the velvet cathedral of space.
“Should we go at all?” whispered Father Peregrine. “Shouldn’t we solve our own sins on Earth? Aren’t we running from our lives here?”
He arose, his fleshy body, with its rich look of strawberries, milk, and steak, moving heavily.
“Or is it sloth?” he wondered. “Do I dread the journey?”
He stepped into the needle-spray shower.
“But I shall take you to Mars, body.” He addressed himself. “Leaving old sins here. And on to Mars to find  new  sins?” A delightful thought almost. Sins no one had ever thought of.
Oh, he himself had written a little book:  The Problem of Sin on Other Worlds, ignored as somehow not serious enough by his Episcopal brethren.
Only last night, over a final cigar, he and Father Stone had talked of it.
“On Mars sin might appear as virtue. We must guard against virtuous acts there that, later, might be found to be sins!” said Father Peregrine, beaming. “How exciting! It’s been centuries since so much adventure has accompanied the prospect of being a missionary!”
“I  will recognize sin,” said Father Stone bluntly, “even on Mars.”
“Oh, we priests pride ourselves on being litmus paper, changing color in sin’s presence,” retorted Father Peregrine, “but what if Martian chemistry is such we do not color  at all!  If there are new senses on Mars, you must admit the possibility of unrecognizable sin.”
“If there is no malice aforethought, there is no sin or punishment for same—the Lord assures us that,” Father Stone replied.
“On Earth, yes. But perhaps a Martian sin might inform the subconscious of its evil, telepathically, leaving the conscious mind of man free to act, seemingly without malice! What  then?”
“What  could  there be in the way of new sins?”
Father Peregrine leaned heavily forward. “Adam  alone  did not sin. Add Eve and you add temptation. Add a second man and you make adultery possible. With the addition of sex or people, you add sin. If men were armless they could not strangle with their hands. You would not have that particular sin of murder. Add arms, and you add the possibility of a new violence. Amoebas cannot sin because they reproduce by fission. They do not covet wives or murder each other. Add sex to amoebas, add arms and legs, and you would have murder and adultery. Add an arm or leg or person, or take away each, and you add or subtract possible evil. On Mars, what if there are five new senses, organs, invisible limbs we can’t conceive of—then mightn’t there be five  new sins?”
Father Stone gasped. “I think you enjoy this sort of thing!”
“I keep my mind alive, Father; just alive, is all.”
“Your mind’s always juggling, isn’t it?—mirrors, torches, plates.”
“Yes. Because sometimes the Church seems like those posed circus tableaus where the curtain lifts and men, white, zinc-oxide, talcum-powder statues, freeze to represent abstract Beauty. Very wonderful. But I hope there will always be room for me to dart about among the statues, don’t you, Father Stone?”
Father Stone had moved away. “I think we’d better go to bed. In a few hours we’ll be jumping up to see your  new  sins, Father Peregrine.”
The rocket stood ready for the firing.
The Fathers walked from their devotions in the chilly morning, many a fine priest from New York or Chicago or Los Angeles—the Church was sending its best—walking across town to the frosty field. Walking, Father Peregrine remembered the Bishop’s words:
“Father Peregrine, you will captain the missionaries, with Father Stone at your side. Having chosen you for this serious task, I find my reasons deplorably obscure, Father, but your pamphlet on planetary sin did not go unread. You are a flexible man. And Mars is like that uncleaned closet we have neglected for millenniums. Sin has collected there like bric-a-brac. Mars is twice Earth’s age and has had double the number of Saturday nights, liquor baths, and eye-poppings at women as naked as white seals. When we open that closet door, things will fall on us. We need a quick, flexible man—one whose mind can dodge. Anyone a little too dogmatic might break in two. I feel you’ll be resilient. Father, the job is yours.”
The Bishop and the Fathers knelt.
The blessing was said and the rocket given a little shower of holy water. Arising, the Bishop addressed them:
“I know you will go with God, to prepare the Martians for the reception of His Truth. I wish you all a  thoughtful  journey.”
They filed past the Bishop, twenty men, robes whispering, to deliver their hands into his kind hands before passing into the cleansed projectile.
“I wonder,” said Father Peregrine, at the last moment, “if Mars is hell? Only waiting for our arrival before it bursts into brimstone and fire.”
“Lord, be with us,” said Father Stone.
The rocket moved.
Coming out of space was like coming out of the most beautiful cathedral they had ever seen. Touching Mars was like touching the ordinary pavement outside the church five minutes after having  really  known your love for God.
The Fathers stepped gingerly from the steaming rocket and knelt upon Martian sand while Father Peregrine gave thanks.
“Lord, we thank Thee for the journey through Thy rooms. And, Lord, we have reached a new land, so we must have new eyes. We shall hear new sounds and must needs have new ears. And there will he new sins, for which we ask the gift of better and firmer and purer hearts. Amen.”
They arose.
And here was Mars like a sea under which they trudged in the guise of submarine biologists, seeking life. Here the territory of hidden sin. Oh, how carefully they must all balance, like gray feathers, in this new element, afraid that walkingitself  might be sinful; or breathing, or simple fasting!
And here was the mayor of First Town come to meet them with outstretched hand. “What can I do for you, Father Peregrine?”
“We’d like to know about the Martians. For only if we know about them can we plan our church intelligently. Are they ten feet tall? We will build large doors. Are their skins blue or red or green? We must know when we put human figures in the stained glass so we may use the right skin color. Are they heavy? We will build sturdy seats for them.”
“Father,” said the mayor, “I don’t think you should worry about the Martians. There are two races. One of them is pretty well dead. A few are in hiding. And the second race—well, they’re not quite human.”
“Oh?” Father Peregrine’s heart quickened.
“They’re round luminous globes of light, Father, living in those hills. Man or beast, who can say? But they act intelligently, I hear.” The mayor shrugged. “Of course, they’re not men, so I don’t think you’ll care—
“On the contrary,” said Father Peregrine swiftly. “Intelligent, you say?”
“There’s a story. A prospector broke his leg in those hills and would have died there. The blue spheres of light came at him. When he woke, he was down on a highway and didn’t know how he got there.”
“Drunk,” said Father Stone.
“That’s the story,” said the mayor. “Father Peregrine, with most of the Martians dead, and only these blue spheres, I frankly think you’d be better off in First City. Mars is opening up. It’s a frontier now, like in the old days on Earth, out West, and in Alaska. Men are pouring up here. There’re a couple thousand black Irish mechanics and miners and day laborers in First Town who need saving, because there’re too many wicked women came with them, and too much ten-century-old Martian wine——”
Father Peregrine was gazing into the soft blue hills.
Father Stone cleared his throat. “Well, Father?”
Father Peregrine did not hear. “Spheres of blue  fire?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Ah,” Father Peregrine sighed.
“Blue balloons.” Father Stone shook his head. “A circus!”
Father Peregrine felt his wrists pounding. He saw the little frontier town with raw, fresh-built sin, and he saw the hills, old with the oldest and yet perhaps an even newer (to him) sin.
“Mayor, could your black Irish laborers cook one more day in hellfire?”
“I’d turn and baste them for you, Father.”
Father Peregrine nodded to the hills. “Then that’s where we’ll go.”
There was a murmur from everyone.
“It would be so simple,” explained Father Peregrine, “to go into town. I prefer to think that if the Lord walked here and people said, ‘Here is the beaten path,’ He would reply, ‘Show me the weeds. I will  make  a path.’”
“But——”
“Father Stone, think how it would weigh upon us if we passed sinners by and did not extend our hands.”
“But globes of fire!”
“I imagine man looked funny to other animals when we first appeared. Yet he has a soul, for all his homeliness. Until we prove otherwise, let us assume that these fiery spheres have souls.”
“All right,” agreed the mayor, “but you’ll be back to town.”
“We’ll see. First, some breakfast. Then you and I, Father Stone, will walk alone into the hills. I don’t want to frighten those fiery Martians with machines or crowds. Shall we have breakfast?”
The Fathers ate in silence.
At nightfall Father Peregrine and Father Stone were high in the hills. They stopped and sat upon a rock to enjoy a moment of relaxation and waiting. The Martians had not as yet appeared and they both felt vaguely disappointed.
“I wonder——” Father Peregrine mopped his face. “Do you think if we called ‘Hello!’ they might answer?”
“Father Peregrine, won’t you ever be serious?”
“Not until the good Lord is. Oh, don’t look so terribly shocked, please. The Lord is not serious. In fact, it is a little hard to know just what else He is except loving. And love has to do with humor, doesn’t it? For you cannot love someone unless you put up with him, can you? And you cannot put up with someone constantly unless you can laugh at him. Isn’t that true? And certainly we are ridiculous little animals wallowing in the fudge bowl, and God must love us all the more because we appeal to His humor.”
“I  never thought of God as humorous,” said Father stone.
“The Creator of the platypus, the camel, the ostrich, and man? Oh, come now!” Father Peregrine laughed.
But at this instant, from among the twilight hills, like a series of blue lamps lit to guide their way, came the Martians.
Father Stone saw them first. “Look!”
Father Peregrine turned and the laughter stopped in his mouth.
The round blue globes of fire hovered among the twinkling stars, distantly trembling.
“Monsters!” Father Stone leaped up. But Father Peregrine caught him. “Wait!”
“We should’ve gone to town!”
“No, listen, look!” pleaded Father Peregrine.
“I’m afraid!”
“Don’t be. This is God’s work!”
“The devil’s!”
“No, now, quiet!” Father Peregrine gentled him and they crouched with the soft blue light on their upturned faces as the fiery orbs drew near.
And again, Independence Night, thought Father Peregrine, tremoring. He felt like a child back in those July Fourth evenings, the sky blowing apart, breaking into powdery stars and burning sound, the concussions jingling house windows like the ice on a thousand thin ponds. The aunts, uncles, cousins crying, as to some celestial physician. The summer sky colors. And the Fire Balloons, lit by an indulgent grandfather, steadied in his massively tender hands. Oh, the memory of those lovely Fire Balloons, softly lighted, warmly billowed bits of tissue, like insect wings, lying like folded wasps in boxes and, last of all, after the day of riot and fury, at long last from their boxes, delicately unfolded, blue, red, white, patriotic—the Fire Balloons! He saw the dim faces of dear relatives long dead and mantled with moss as Grandfather lit the tiny candle and let the warm air breathe up to form the balloon plumply luminous in his hands, a shining vision which they held, reluctant to let it go; for, once released, it was yet another year gone from life, another Fourth, another bit of Beauty vanished. And then up, up, still up through the warm summer night constellations, the Fire Balloons had drifted, while red-white-and-blue eyes followed them, wordless, from family porches. Away into deep Illinois country, over night rivers and sleeping mansions the Fire Balloons dwindled, forever gone.
Father Peregrine felt tears in his eyes. Above him the Martians, not one but a  thousand  whispering Fire Balloons, it seemed, hovered. Any moment he might find his long-dead and blessed grandfather at his elbow, staring up at Beauty.
But it was Father Stone.
“Let’s go, please, Father!”
“I must speak to them.” Father Peregrine rustled forward, not knowing what to say, for what had he ever said to the Fire Balloons of time past except with his mind:  you are beautiful, you are beautiful,  and that was not enough now. He could only lift his heavy arms and call upward, as he had often wished to call after the enchanted Fire Balloons, “Hello!”
But the fiery spheres only burned like images in a dark minor. They seemed fixed, gaseous, miraculous, forever.
“We come with God,” said Father Peregrine to the sky.
“Silly, silly, silly.” Father Stone chewed the back of his hand. “In the name of God, Father Peregrine, stop!”
But now the phosphorescent spheres blew away into the hills. In a moment they were gone.
Father Peregrine called again, and the echo of his last cry shook the hills above. Turning, he saw an avalanche shake out dust, pause, and then, with a thunder of stone wheels, crash down the mountain upon them.
“Look what you’ve done!” cried Father Stone
Father Peregrine was almost fascinated, then horrified. He turned, knowing they could run only a few feet before the rocks crushed them into ruins. He had time to whisper,  Oh, Lord!  and the rocks fell!
“Father!”
They were separated like chaff from wheat. There was a blue shimmering of globes, a shift of cold stars, a roar, and then they stood upon a ledge two hundred feet away watching the spot where their bodies should have been buried under tons of stone.
The blue light evaporated.
The two Fathers clutched each other. “What happened?”
“The blue fires lifted us!”
“We ran,  that  was it!”
“No, the globes saved us.”
“They couldn’t!”
“They  did.”
The sky was empty. There was a feel as if a great bell had just stopped tolling. Reverberations lingered in their teeth and marrows.
“Let’s get away from here. You’ll have us killed.”
“I haven’t feared death for a good many years, Father Stone.”
“We’ve proved nothing. Those blue lights ran off at the first cry. It’s useless.”
“No.” Father Peregrine was suffused with a stubborn wonder. “Somehow, they saved us. That proves they have souls.”
“It proves only that they  might  have saved us. Everything was confused. We might have escaped, ourselves.”
“They are not animals, Father Stone. Animals do not save lives, especially of strangers. There is mercy and compassion here. Perhaps, tomorrow, we may prove more.
“Prove what? How?” Father Stone was immensely tired now; the outrage to his mind and body showed on his stiff face. “Follow them in helicopters, reading chapter and verse? They’re not human. They haven’t eyes or ears or bodies like ours.”
“But I feel something about them,” replied Father Peregrine. “I know a great revelation is at hand. They saved us. They  think. They had a choice; let us live or die. That proves free will!”
Father Stone set to work building a fire, glaring at the sticks in his hands, choking on the gray smoke. “I myself will open a convent for nursling geese, a monastery for sainted swine, and I shall build a miniature apse in a microscope so that paramecium can attend services and tell their beads with their flagella.”
“Oh, Father Stone.”
“I’m sorry.” Father Stone blinked redly across the fire. “But this is like blessing a crocodile before he chews you up. You’re risking the entire missionary expedition. We belong in First Town, washing liquor from men’s throats and perfume off their hands!”
“Can’t you recognize the human in the inhuman?”
“I’d much rather recognize the inhuman in the human.”
“But if I prove these things sin, know sin, know a moral life, have free will and intellect, Father Stone?”
“That will take much convincing.”
The night grew rapidly cold and they peered into the fire to find their wildest thoughts, while eating biscuits and berries, and soon they were bundled for sleep under the chiming stars. And just before turning over one last time Father Stone, who had been thinking for many minutes to find something to bother Father Peregrine about, stared into the soft pink charcoal bed and said, “No Adam and Eve on Mars. No original sin. Maybe the Martians live in a state of God’s grace. Then we can go back down to town and start work on the Earthmen.”
Father Peregrine reminded himself to say a little prayer for Father Stone, who got so mad and who was now being vindictive, God help him. “Yes, Father Stone, but the Martians killed some of our settlers. That’s sinful. There must have been an Original Sin and a Martian Adam and Eve. We’ll find them. Men are men, unfortunately, no matter what their shape, and inclined to sin.”
But Father Stone was pretending sleep.
Father Peregrine did not shut his eyes.
Of course they couldn’t let these Martians go to hell, could they? With a compromise to their consciences, could they go back to the new colonial towns, those towns so full of sinful gullets and women with scintilla eyes and white oyster bodies rollicking in beds with lonely laborers? Wasn’t that the place for the Fathers? Wasn’t this trek into the hills merely a personal whim? Was he really thinking of God’s Church, or was he quenching the thirst of a spongelike curiosity? Those blue round globes of St. Anthony’s fire—how they burned in his mind! What a challenge, to find the man behind the mask, the human behind the inhuman. Wouldn’t he be proud if he could say, even to his secret self, that he had converted a rolling huge pool table full of fiery spheres! What a sin of pride! Worth doing penance for! But then one did many prideful things out of Love, and he loved the Lord so much and was so happy at it that he wanted everyone else to be happy too.
The last thing he saw before sleep was the return of the blue fires, like a flight of burning angels silently singing him to his worried rest.
The blue round dreams were still there in the sky when Father Peregrine awoke in the early morning.
Father Stone slept like a stiff bundle, quietly. Father Peregrine watched the Martians floating and watching him. They were human—he  knew  it. But he must prove it or face a dry-mouthed, dry-eyed Bishop telling him kindly to step aside.
But how to prove humanity if they hid in the high vaults of the sky? How to bring them nearer and provide answers to the many questions?
“They saved us from the avalanche.”
Father Peregrine arose, moved off among the rocks, and began to climb the nearest hill until he came to a place where a cliff dropped sheerly to a floor two hundred feet below. He was choking from his vigorous climb in the frosty air. He stood, getting his breath.
“If I fell from here, it would surely kill me.”
He let a pebble drop. Moments later it clicked on the rocks below.
“The Lord would never forgive me.”
He tossed another pebble.
“It wouldn’t be suicide, would it, if I did it out of Love . . . ?”
He lifted his gaze to the blue spheres. “But first, another try.” He called to them: “Hello, hello!”
The echoes tumbled upon each other, but the blue fires did not blink or move.
He talked to them for five minutes. When he stopped, he peered down and saw Father Stone, still indignantly asleep, below in the little camp.
“I must prove everything.” Father Peregrine stepped to the cliff rim. “I am an old man. I am not afraid. Surely the Lord will understand that I am doing this for Him?”
He drew a deep breath. All his life swam through his eyes and he thought, In a moment shall I die? I am afraid that I love living much too much. But I love other things more.
And, thinking thus, he stepped off the cliff.
He fell.
“Fool!” he cried. He tumbled end over end. “You were wrong!” The rocks rushed up at him and he saw himself dashed on them and sent to glory. “Why did I do this thing?” But he knew the answer, and an instant later was calm as he fell. The wind roared around him and the rocks hurtled to meet him.
And then there was a shift of stars, a glimmering of blue light, and he felt himself surrounded by blueness and suspended. A moment later he was deposited, with a gentle bump, upon the rocks, where he sat a full moment alive, and touching himself, and looking up at those blue lights that had withdrawn instantly.
“You saved me!” he whispered. “You wouldn’t let me die. You knew it was wrong.”
He rushed over to Father Stone, who still lay quietly asleep. “Father, Father, wake up!” He shook him and brought him round. “Father, they saved me!”
“Who saved you?” Father Stone blinked and sat up.
Father Peregrine related his experience.
“A dream, a nightmare; go back to sleep,” said Father Stone irritably. “You and your circus balloons.”
“But I was awake!”
“Now, now, Father, calm yourself. There now.
“You don’t believe me? Have you a gun? Yes, there, let me have it.”
“What are you going to do?” Father Stone handed over the small pistol they had brought along for protection against snakes or other similar and unpredictable animals.
Father Peregrine seized the pistol. “I’ll prove it!”
He pointed the pistol at his own hand and fired.
“Stop!”
There was a shimmer of light and before their eyes the bullet stood upon the air, poised an inch from his open palm. It hung for a moment, surrounded by a blue phosphorescence. Then it fell, hissing, into the dust.
Father Peregrine fired the gun three times—at his hand, at his leg, at his body. The three bullets hovered, glittering, and, like dead insects, fell at their feet.
“You see?” said Father Peregrine, letting his arm fall, and allowing the pistol to drop after the bullets. “They know. They understand. They are not animals. They think and judge and live in a moral climate. What animal would save me from myself like this? There is no animal would do that. Only another man, Father. Now, do you believe?”
Father Stone was watching the sky and the blue lights, and now, silently, he dropped to one knee and picked up the warm bullets and cupped them in his hand. He closed his hand tight.
The sun was rising behind them.
“I think we had better go down to the others and tell them of this and bring them back up here,” said Father Peregrine.
By the time the sun was up, they were well on their way back to the rocket.
Father Peregrine drew the round circle in the center of the blackboard.
“This is Christ, the son of the Father.”
He pretended not to hear the other Fathers’ sharp intake of breath.
“This is Christ in all his Glory,” he continued.
“It looks like a geometry problem,” observed Father Stone.
“A fortunate comparison, for we deal with symbols here. Christ is no less Christ, you must admit, in being represented by a circle or a square. For centuries the cross has symbolized his love and agony. So this circle will be the Martian Christ. This is how we shall bring Him to Mars.”
The Fathers stirred fretfully and looked at each other.
“You, Brother Mathias, will create, in glass, a replica of this circle, a globe, filled with bright fire. It will stand upon the altar.”
“A cheap magic trick,” muttered Father Stone
Father Peregrine went on patiently: “On the contrary. We are giving them God in an understandable image. If Christ had come to us on Earth as an octopus, would we have accepted him readily?” He spread his hands. “Was it then a cheap magic trick of the Lord’s to bring us Christ through Jesus, in man’s shape? After we bless the church we build here and sanctify its altar and this symbol, do you think Christ would refuse to inhabit the shape before us? You know in your hearts He would not refuse.”
“But the body of a soulless animal!” said Brother Mathias. “We’ve already gone over that, many times since we returned this morning, Brother Mathias. These creatures saved us from the avalanche. They realized that self-destruction was sinful, and prevented it, time after time. Therefore we must build a church in the hills, live with them, to find their own special ways of sinning, the alien ways, and help them to discover God.”
The Fathers did not seem pleased at the prospect.
“Is it because they are so odd to the eye?” wondered Father Peregrine. “But what is a shape? Only a cup for the blazing soul that God provides us all. If tomorrow I found that sea lions suddenly possessed free will, intellect, knew when not to sin, knew what life was and tempered justice with mercy and life with love, then I would build an undersea cathedral. And if the sparrows should, miraculously, with God’s will, gain everlasting souls tomorrow, I would freight a church with helium and take after them, for all souls, in any shape, if they have free will and are aware of their sins, will burn in hell unless given their rightful communions. I would not let a Martian sphere burn in hell, either, for it is a sphere only in mine eyes. When I close my eyes it stands before me, an intelligence, a love, a soul—and I must not deny it.”
“But that glass globe you wish placed on the altar,” protested Father Stone.
“Consider the Chinese,” replied Father Peregrine imperturbably. “What sort of Christ do Christian Chinese worship? An oriental Christ, naturally. You’ve all seen oriental Nativity scenes. How is Christ dressed? In Eastern robes. Where does He walk? In Chinese settings of bamboo and misty mountain and crooked tree. His eyelids taper, his cheekbones rise. Each country, each race adds something to Our Lord. I am reminded of the Virgin of Guadalupe, to whom all Mexico pays its love. Her skin? Have you noticed the paintings of her? A dark skin, like that of her worshipers. Is this blasphemy? Not at all. It is not logical that men should accept a God, no matter how real, of another color. I often wonder why our missionaries do well in Africa, with a snow-white Christ. Perhaps because white is a sacred color, in albino, or any other form, to the African tribes. Given time, mightn’t Christ darken there too? The form does not matter. Content is everything. We cannot expect these Martians to accept an alien form. We shall give them Christ in their own image.”
“There’s a flaw in your reasoning, Father,” said Father Stone. “Won’t the Martians suspect us of hypocrisy? They will realize that we don’t worship a round, globular Christ, but a man with limbs and a head. How do we explain the difference?”
“By showing there is none. Christ will fill any vessel that is offered. Bodies or globes, he is there, and each will worship the same thing in a different guise. What is more, we must  believe  in this globe we give the Martians. We must believe in a shape which is meaningless to us as to form. This spheroid  will  be Christ. And we must remember that we ourselves, and the shape of our Earth Christ, would be meaningless, ridiculous, a squander of material to these Martians.”
Father Peregrine laid aside his chalk. “Now let us go into the hills and build our church.”
The Fathers began to pack their equipment.
The church was not a church but an area cleared of rocks, a plateau on one of the low mountains, its soil smoothed and brushed, and an altar established whereon Brother Mathias placed the fiery globe he had constructed.
At the end of six days of work the “church” was ready.
“What shall we do with this?” Father Stone tapped an iron bell they had brought along. “What does a bell mean to  them?”
“I imagine I brought it for our own comfort,” admitted Father Peregrine. “We need a few familiarities. This church seems so little like a church. And we feel somewhat absurd here—even I; for it is something new, this business of converting the creatures of another world. I feel like a ridiculous play actor at times. And then I pray to God to lend me strength.”
“Many of the Fathers are unhappy. Some of them joke about all this, Father Peregrine.”
“I know. We’ll put this bell in a small tower, for their comfort, anyway.”
“What about the organ?”
“We’ll play it at the first service, tomorrow.”
“But, the Martians——”
“I know. But again, I suppose, for our own comfort, our own music. Later we may discover theirs.”
They arose very early on Sunday morning and moved through the coldness like pale phantoms, rime tinkling on their habits; covered with chimes they were, shaking down showers of silver water.
“I wonder if it  is  Sunday here on Mars?” mused Father Peregrine, but seeing Father Stone wince, he hastened on, “It might be Tuesday or Thursday—who knows? But no matter. My idle fancy. It’s Sunday to us. Come.”
The Fathers walked into the flat wide area of the “church” and knelt, shivering and blue-lipped.
Father Peregrine said a little prayer and put his cold fingers to the organ keys. The music went up like a flight of pretty birds. He touched the keys like a man moving his hands among the weeds of a wild garden, startling up great soarings of beauty into the hills.
The music calmed the air. It smelled the fresh smell of morning. The music drifted into the mountains and shook down mineral powders in a dusty rain.
The Fathers waited.
“Well, Father Peregrine.” Father Stone eyed the empty sky where the sun was rising, furnace-red. “I don’t see our friends.”
“Let me try again.” Father Peregrine was perspiring.
He built an architecture of Each, stone by exquisite stone, raising a music cathedral so vast that its furthest chancels were in Nineveh, its furthest dome at St. Peter’s left hand. The music stayed and did not crash in ruin when it was over, but partook of a series of white clouds and was carried away among other lands.
The sky was still empty.
“They’ll come!” But Father Peregrine felt the panic in his chest, very small, growing. “Let us pray. Let us ask them to come. They read minds; they  know.”
The Fathers lowered themselves yet again, in rustlings and whispers. They prayed.
And to the East, out of the icy mountains of seven o’clock on Sunday morning or perhaps Thursday morning or maybe Monday morning on Mars, came the soft fiery globes.
They hovered and sank and filled the area around the shivering priests. “Thank you; oh, thank you, Lord.” Father Peregrine shut his eyes tight and played the music, and when it was done he turned and gazed upon his wondrous congregation.
And a voice touched his mind, and the voice said:
“We have come for a little while.”
“You may stay,” said Father Peregrine.
“For a little while only,” said the voice quietly. “We have come to tell you certain things. We should have spoken sooner. But we had hoped that you might go on your way if left alone.”
Father Peregrine started to speak, but the voice hushed him.
“We are the Old Ones,” the voice said, and it entered him like a blue gaseous flare and burned in the chambers of his head. “We are the old Martians, who left our marble cities and went into the hills, forsaking the material life we had lived. So very long ago we became these things that we now are. Once we were men, with bodies and legs and arms such as yours. The legend has it that one of us, a good man, discovered a way to free man’s soul and intellect, to free him of bodily ills and melancholies, of deaths and transfigurations, of ill humors and senilities, and so we took on the look of lightning and blue fire and have lived in the winds and skies and hills forever after that, neither prideful nor arrogant, neither rich nor poor, passionate nor cold. We have lived apart from those we left behind, those other men of this world, and how we came to be has been forgotten, the process lost; but we shall never die, nor do harm. We have put away the sins of the body and live in God’s grace. We covet no other property; we have no property. We do not steal, nor kill, nor lust, nor hate. We live in happiness. We cannot reproduce; we no not eat or drink or make war. All the sensualities and childishnesses and sins of the body were stripped away when our bodies were put aside. We have left sin behind, Father Peregrine, and it is burned like the leaves in the autumn, and it is gone like the soiled snow of an evil winter, and it is gone like the sexual flowers of a red-and-yellow spring, and it is gone like the panting nights of hottest summer, and our season is temperate and our clime is rich in thought.”
Father Peregrine was standing now, for the voice touched him at such a pitch that it almost shook him from his senses. It was an ecstasy and a fire washing through him.
“We wish to tell you that we appreciate your building this place for us, but we have no need of it, for each of us is a temple unto himself and needs no place wherein to cleanse himself. Forgive us for not coming to you sooner, but we are separate and apart and have talked to no one for ten thousand years, nor have we interfered in any way with the life of this planet. It has come into your mind now that we are the lilies of the field; we toil not, neither do we spin. You are right. And so we suggest that you take the parts of this temple into your own new cities and there cleanse others. For, rest assured, we are happy and at peace.
The Fathers were on their knees in the vast blue light, and Father Peregrine was down, too, and they were weeping, and it did not matter that their time had been wasted; it did not matter to them at all.
The blue spheres murmured and began to rise once more, on a breath of cool air.
“May I”—cried Father Peregrine, not daring to ask, eyes closed—”may I come again, someday, that I may learn from you?”
The blue fires blazed. The air trembled.
Yes. Someday he might come again. Someday.
And then the Fire Balloons blew away and were gone, and he was like a child, on his knees, tears streaming from his eyes, crying to himself, “Come back, come back!” And at any moment Grandfather might lift him and carry him upstairs to his bedroom in a long-gone Ohio town. . . .
They filed down out of the hills at sunset. Looking back, Father Peregrine saw the blue fires burning. No, he thought, we couldn’t build a church for the likes of you. You’re Beauty itself. What church could compete with the fireworks of the pure soul?
Father Stone moved in silence beside him. And at last he spoke:
“The way I see it is there’s a Truth on every planet. All parts of the Big Truth. On a certain day they’ll all fit together like the pieces of a jigsaw. This has been a shaking experience. I’ll never doubt again, Father Peregrine. For this Truth here is as true as Earth’s Truth, and they lie side by side. And we’ll go on to other worlds, adding the sum of the parts of the Truth until one day the whole Total will stand before us like the light of a new day.”
“That’s a lot, coming from you, Father Stone.”
“I’m sorry now, in a way, we’re going down to the town to handle our own kind. Those blue lights now. When they settled about us, and that  voice  . . .” Father Stone shivered.
Father Peregrine reached out to take the other’s arm. They walked together.
“And you know,” said Father Stone finally, fixing his eyes on Brother Mathias, who strode ahead with the glass sphere tenderly carried in his arms, that glass sphere with the blue phosphorous light glowing forever inside it, “you know, Father Peregrine, that globe there——”
“Yes?”
“It’s Him. It is Him, after all.”
Father Peregrine smiled, and they walked down out of the hills toward the new town.
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The First Night of Lent
So you want to know all the whys and wherefores of the Irish? What shapes them to their Dooms and runs them on their way? you ask. Well, listen, then. For though I’ve known but a single Irishman in all my life, I knew him, without pause, for one hundred and forty-four consecutive nights. Stand close; perhaps in him you’ll see that entire race which marches out of the rains but to vanish through the mists; hold on, here they come! Look out, there they go!
This Irishman, his name was Nick.
During the autumn of 1953, I began a screenplay in Dublin, and each afternoon a hired cab drove me thirty miles out from the River Liffey to the huge gray Georgian country house where my producer-director rode to hounds. There, we discussed my eight pages of daily script through the long fall, winter, and early spring evenings. Then, each midnight, ready to turn back to the Irish Sea and the Royal Hibernian Hotel, I’d wake the operator in the Kilcock village exchange and have her put me through to the warmest, if totally unheated, spot in town.
‘Heber Finn’s pub?’ I’d shout, once connected. ‘Is Nick there? Could you send him along here, please?’
My mind’s eye saw them, the local boys, lined up, peering over the barricade at that freckled mirror so like a frozen winter pond and themselves discovered all drowned and deep under that lovely ice. Amid all their jostlings and their now-here’s-a-secret-in-a-stage-whisper commotion stood Nick, my village driver, his quietness abounding. I heard Heber Finn sing out from the phone. I heard Nick start up and reply:
‘Just look at me, headin’ for the door!’
Early on, I learned that ‘headin’ for the door’ was no nerve-shattering process that might affront dignity or destroy the fine filigree of any argument being woven with great and breathless beauty at Heber Finn’s. It was, rather, a gradual disengagement, a leaning of the bulk so one’s gravity was diplomatically shifted toward that far empty side of the public room where the door, shunned by all, stood neglected. Meantime, a dozen conversational warps and woofs must be ticked, tied, and labeled so next morn, with hoarse cries of recognition, patterns might be seized and the shuttle thrown with no pause for breath or thought.
Timing it, I figured the long part of Nick’s midnight journey – the length of Heber Finn’s – took half an hour. The short part – from Finn’s to the house where I waited – took but five minutes.
So it was on the night before the first night of Lent. I called. I waited.
And at last, down through the night forest, thrashed the 1931 Chevrolet, peat-turf colored on top like Nick. Car and driver gasped, sighed, wheezed softly, easily, gently as they nudged into the courtyard and I groped down the front steps under a moonless but brightly starred sky.
I peered through the car window at unstirred dark; the dashboard had been dead these many years.
‘Nick …?’
‘None other,’ he whispered secretly. ‘And ain’t it a fine warm evenin’?’
The temperature was fifty. But, Nick’d been no nearer Rome than the Tipperary shore line; so weather was relative.
‘A fine warm evening.’ I climbed up front and gave the squealing door its absolutely compulsory, rust-splintering slam. ‘Nick, how’ve you been since?’
‘Ah.’ He let the car bulk and grind itself down the forest path. ‘I got me health. Ain’t that all-and-everything with Lent comin’ on tomorra?’
‘Lent,’ I mused. ‘What will you give up for Lent, Nick?’
‘I been turnin’ it over.’ Nick sucked his cigarette suddenly; the pink, lined mask of his face blinked off the smoke. ‘And why not these terrible things ya see in me mouth? Dear as gold-fillin’s, and a dread congestor of the lungs they be. Put it all down, add ’em up, and ya got a sick loss by the year’s turnin’, ya know. So ya’ll not find these filthy creatures in me face again the whole time of Lent, and, who knows, after!’
‘Bravo!’ said I, a non-smoker.
‘Bravo, says I to meself,’ wheezed Nick, one eye flinched with smoke.
‘Good luck,’ I said.
‘I’ll need it,’ whispered Nick, ‘with the Sin’s own habit to be broke.’
And we moved with firm control, with thoughtful shift of weight, down and around a turfy hollow and through a mist and into Dublin at thirty-one easy miles an hour.
Bear with me while I stress it: Nick was the most careful driver in all God’s world, including any sane, small, quiet, butter-and-milk producing country you name.
Above all, Nick stands innocent and sainted when compared to those motorists who key that small switch marked paranoia each time they fuse themselves to their bucket seats in Los Angeles, Mexico City, or Paris. Also, to those blind men who, forsaking tin cups and canes, but still wearing their Hollywood dark-glasses, laugh insanely down the Via Veneto, shaking brake-drum lining like carnival serpentine out their race-car windows. Consider the Roman ruins; surely they are the wreckage strewn and left by those motor-biking otters who, all night beneath your hotel window, shriek down dark Roman alleys, Christians hell-bent for the Colosseum lion pits.
Nick, now. See his easy hands loving the wheel in a slow clocklike turning as soft and silent as winter constellations snow down the sky. Listen to his mist-breathing voice all night-quiet as he charms the road, his foot a tenderly benevolent pat on the whispering accelerator, never a mile under thirty, never two miles over. Nick, Nick, and his steady boat gentling a mild sweet lake where all Time slumbers. Look, compare. And bind such a man to you with summer grasses, gift him with silver, shake his hand warmly at each journey’s end.
‘Good night, Nick,’ I said at the hotel. ‘See you tomorrow.’
‘God willing,’ whispered Nick.
And he drove softly away.
Let twenty-three hours of sleep, breakfast, lunch, supper, late night-cap pass. Let hours of writing bad script into fair script fade to peat mist and rain, and there I come again, another midnight, out of that Georgian mansion, its door throwing a warm hearth of color before me as I tread down the steps to feel Braille-wise in fog for the car I know hulks there; I hear its enlarged and asthmatic heart gasping in the blind air, and Nick coughing his ‘gold by the ounce is not more precious’ cough.
‘Ah, there you are, sir!’ said Nick.
And I climbed in the sociable front seat and gave the door its slam. ‘Nick,’ I said, smiling.
And then the impossible happened. The car jerked as if shot from the blazing mouth of a cannon, roared, took off, bounced, skidded, then cast itself in full, stoning ricochet down the path among shattered bushes and writhing shadows. I snatched my knees as my head hit the car top four times.
Nick! I almost shouted. Nick!
Visions of Los Angeles, Mexico City, Paris, jumped through my mind. I gazed in frank dismay at the speedometer. Eighty, ninety, one hundred kilometers; we shot out a great blast of gravel behind and hit the main road, rocked over a bridge and slid down in the midnight streets of Kilcock. No sooner in than out of town at one hundred ten kilometers, I felt all Ireland’s grass put down its ears when we, with a yell, jumped over a rise.
Nick! I thought, and turned, and there he sat, only one thing the same. On his lips a cigarette burned, blinding first one eye, then the other.
But the rest of Nick, behind the cigarette, was changed as if the Adversary himself had squeezed and molded and fired him with a dark hand. There he was, whirling the wheel round-about, over-around; here we frenzied under trestles, out of tunnels, here knocked crossroad signs spinning like weathercocks in whirlwinds.
Nick’s face; the wisdom was drained from it, the eyes neither gentle nor philosophical, the mouth neither tolerant, nor at peace. It was a face washed raw, a scalded, peeled potato, a face more like a blinding searchlight raking its steady and meaningless glare ahead while his quick hands snaked and bit and bit the wheel again to lean us round curves and jump us off cliff after cliff of night.
It’s not Nick, I thought, it’s his brother. Or a dire thing’s come in his life, some destroying affliction or blow, a family sorrow or sickness, yes, that’s the answer.
And then Nick spoke, and his voice, it was changed too. Gone was the mellow peat bog, the moist sod, the warm fire in out of the cold rain, gone the gentle grass. Now the voice fairly cracked at me, a clarion, a trumpet, all iron and tin.
‘Well, how ya been since!’ Nick shouted. ‘How is it with ya!’ he cried.
And the car, it too had suffered violence. It protested the change, yes, for it was an old and much-beaten thing that had done its time and now only wished to stroll along, like a crusty beggar toward sea and sky, careful of its breath and bones. But Nick would have none of that, and cadged the wreck on as if thundering toward Hell, there to warm his cold hands at some special blaze. Nick leaned, the car leaned; great livid gases blew out in fireworks from the exhaust. Nick’s frame, my frame, the car’s frame, all together, were wracked and shuddered and ticked wildly.
My sanity was saved from being torn clean off the bone by a simple act. My eyes, seeking the cause of our plaguing flight, ran over the man blazing here like a sheet of ignited vapor from the Abyss, and laid hands to the answering clue.
‘Nick,’ I gasped, ‘it’s the first night of Lent!’
‘So?’ Nick said, surprised.
‘So,’ I said, ‘remembering your Lenten promise, why’s that cigarette in your mouth?’
Nick did not know what I meant for a moment. Then he cast his eyes down, saw the jiggling smoke, and shrugged.
‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I give up theother.’
And suddenly it all came clear.
The other one hundred forty-odd nights, at the door of the old Georgian house I had accepted from my employer a fiery douse of scotch or bourbon or some-such drink ‘against the chill.’ Then, breathing summer wheat or barley or oats or whatever from my scorched and charcoaled mouth, I had walked out to a cab where sat a man who, during all the long evenings’ wait for me to phone for his services, hadlivedin Heber Finn’s pub.
Fool! I thought, how could you have forgotten this!
And there in Heber Finn’s, during the long hours of lacy talk that was like planting and bringing to crop a garden among busy men, each contributing his seed or flower, and wielding the implements, their tongues, and the raised, foam-hived glasses, their own hands softly curled about the dear drinks, there Nick had taken into himself a mellowness.
And that mellowness had distilled itself down in a slow rain that damped his smoldering nerves and put the wilderness fires in every limb of him out. Those same showers laved his face to leave the tidal marks of wisdom, the lines of Plato and Aeschylus there. The harvest mellowness colored his cheeks, warmed his eyes soft, lowered his voice to a husking mist, and spread in his chest to slow his heart to a gentle jog trot. It rained out his arms to loosen his hard-mouthed hands on the shuddering wheel and sit him with grace and ease in his horse-hair saddle as he gentled us through the fogs that kept us and Dublin apart.
And with the malt on my own tongue, fluming up my sinus with burning vapors, I had never detected the scent of any spirits on my old friend here.
‘Ah,’ said Nick again. ‘Yes; I give up theother.’
The last bit of jigsaw fell in place.
Tonight, the first night of Lent.
Tonight, for the first time in all the nights I had driven with him, Nick was sober.
All those other one hundred and forty-odd nights, Nick hadn’t been driving careful and easy just for my safety, no, but because of the gentle weight of mellowness sloping now on this side, now on that side of him as we took the long, scything curves.
Oh, who really knows the Irish, say I, and which half of them is which? Nick? – who is Nick? – and what in the world is he? Which Nick’s the real Nick, the one that everyone knows?
I will not think on it!
There is onlyoneNick for me. The one that Ireland shaped herself with her weathers and waters, her seedings and harvestings, her brans and mashes, her brews, bottlings, and ladlings-out, her summer-grain-colored pubs astir and advance with the wind in the wheat and barley by night, you may hear the good whisper way out in forest, on bog, as you roll by. That’s Nick to the teeth, eye, and heart, to his easygoing hands. If you ask what makes the Irish what they are, I’d point on down the road and tell where you turn to Heber Finn’s.
The first night of Lent, and before you count nine, we’re in Dublin! I’m out of the cab and it’s puttering there at the curb and I lean in to put my money in the hands of my driver. Earnestly, pleadingly, warmly, with all the friendly urging in the world, I look into that fine man’s raw, strange, torchlike face.
‘Nick,’ I said.
‘Sir!’ he shouted.
‘Do me a favor,’ I said.
‘Anything!’ he shouted.
‘Take this extra money,’ I said, ‘and buy the biggest bottle of Irish moss you can find. And just before you pick me up tomorrow night, Nick, drink it down, drink it all. Will you do that, Nick? Will you promise me, cross your heart and hope to die, to do that?’
He thought on it, and the very thought damped down the ruinous blaze in his face.
‘Ya make it terrible hard on me,’ he said.
I forced his fingers shut on the money. At last he put it in his pocket and faced silently ahead.
‘Good night, Nick,’ I said. ‘See you tomorrow.’
‘God willing,’ said Nick.
And he drove away.
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Fly Away Home
‘Take good care. That’s it, that’s it.’
The cargo was most especially precious. It had been assembled and     disassembled with the tenderest care here at the rocket port and given over to the workmen in     immense packing cases, boxes as large as rooms, wrapped, double-wrapped, cottoned and     serpentined and velveted over to prevent breakage. For all the tenderness and concern with the     cartons and bales and parceled property, everyone rushed.
‘On the double! Quick now!’
This was the Second Rocket. This was the Relief Rocket. The First Rocket had     leaped up toward Mars the previous day. It was out booming now in the great black grasslands of     space, lost from sight. And this Second Rocket must follow, as a bloodhound through a haunted     moor, seeking a faint smell of iron and burned atom and     phosphor. This Second Rocket, of a fat, overpacked size and shape, and with an odd and     ridiculous series of people aboard, must not delay.
The Second Rocket was stuffed full. It trembled, shuddered, gathered itself     like the hound of heaven, and bounded with a full and graceful leap, into the sky. It shook     down avalanches of fire in its track. It rained coals and flame like furnaces suddenly     heaven-borne. When the cinders died on the tarmac-concrete, the rocket was gone.
‘Hope it gets there safely,’ said a psychologist’s aide, watching the     sky.
 
The First Rocket arrived from a night sky and landed on the planet Mars.     There was a great gasping sound as its machines drank of the cool air. After sniffing it     through mechanical nostrils and lungs, the rocket pronounced the air of the finest vintage, ten     million years old, intoxicating, but pure.
The rocket men stepped out.
They were alone.
Thirty men and a captain in a land where the wind blew forever across dust     seas and around dead cities that had been dead when Earth was opening out like a jungle flower     three times twenty million miles away. The sky was immensely clear, like a vat of crystal     alcohol in which the stars blazed without a twinkle. The air knifed the throat and the lungs. You jerked it in with a gasp. It was thin, a ghost, gone     when sought after. The men felt giddy and doubly alone. Sand moaned over their rocket. In time,     said the night wind, if you stand quietly, I could bury you, as I did the stone cities and the     mummified people hidden there, bury you like a needle and a few bright bits of thread, before     you have a chance to make a pattern here.
‘All right!’ cried the captain, snapping it up.
The wind blew his voice away, end over end, a scrap of ghostly paper.
‘Let’s make a line there!’ he cried against the loneliness.
The men moved in a numbed series of motions. They collided and milled and at     last found their positions.
The captain faced them. The planet was under and all about them. They were at     the bottom of a dry sea. A tide of years and centuries poured over and crushed them. They were     the only living things here. Mars was dead and so far away from everything that a trembling     began, imperceptibly, among them.
‘Well,’ cried the captain heartily. ‘Here we are!’
‘Here we are,’ said a ghostly voice.
The men jerked about. Behind them, the walls of a half-buried town, a town     dreamed full of dust and sand and old moss, a town that had drowned in time up to its highest     turrets, tossed back an echo. The black walls quivered as running water does with sand.
‘You all have your work to do!’ cried the captain.
‘To do,’ said the city walls. ‘To do.’
The captain showed his irritation. The men did not turn again, but the backs     of their necks were cool and each hair felt separate and stirring.
‘Sixty million miles,’ whispered Anthony Smith, a corporal at the end of the     line.
‘No talking there!’ cried the captain.
‘Sixty million miles,’ said Anthony Smith again, to himself, turning. In the     cold dark sky, high above, Earth shone, a star, no more than a star, remote, beautiful, but     only a star. There was nothing in the shape or the light to suggest a sea, a continent, a     state, a city.
‘Let’s have it quiet!’ shouted the captain angrily, surprised at his     anger.
The men glanced down the line at Smith.
He was looking at the heavens. They looked where he looked and they saw     Earth, infinitely removed over a distance of six months of time, and millions fired upon     millions of miles in distance. Their thoughts whirled. Long years ago, men went to the arctic     regions of Earth in boats, ships, balloons, and airplanes, took with them the bravest men,     handpicked, psychologically clean, alert, the noncrackables, the well adjusted. But pick as     they would, some men cracked, some went off into the arctic whiteness, into the long nights or     the insanity of monthlong days. It was so alone. It was so alone. And herd-man, cut off from     life, from women, from homes and towns, felt his mind melt away. Everything was bad and     lonely.
‘Sixty million miles!’ said Anthony Smith,     louder.
Then take thirty men. Shape, size, box, and parcel them. Antitoxin them, mind     and body, purify and psychoanalyze, clap these hardies in a pistol, fire it at a target! At the     end, in the final accounting, what do you have? You have thirty men in a line, one man     beginning to talk under his breath, then louder, thirty men gazing up at the sky, seeing at a     distant star, knowing that Illinois, Iowa, Ohio, and California are gone. Gone the cities,     women, children, everything good, comfortable, and dear. Here you are, by God, on some terrible     world where the wind never stops, where all is dead, where the captain is trying to be hearty.     Suddenly, as if you had never considered it before, you say to yourself:
‘Good Lord, I’m on Mars!’
Anthony Smith said it.
‘I’m not home, I’m not on Earth, I’m on Mars! Where’s Earth? There it is! See     that damn small pinpoint of light? That’s it! Isn’t it silly? What’re we doing here?’
The men stiffened. The captain jerked his head at Walton, the psychiatrist.     They went down the line quickly, trying to be casual.
‘All right, Smith, what seems to be the trouble?’
‘I don’t want to be here.’ Smith’s face was white. ‘Good God, why did I come?     This isn’t Earth.’
‘You took all the exams, you knew what you’d be up against.’
‘No, I didn’t. I blocked it off.’
The captain turned to the psychiatrist     with a look of irritation and hatred, as if the doctor had failed. The doctor shrugged.     ‘Everyone makes mistakes,’ he would have said, but stopped himself.
The young corporal was beginning to cry.
The psychiatrist turned instantly. ‘Get to your jobs! Build a fire! Set up     your tents! On the double!’
The men broke, mumbling. They walked off stiffly, looking back. ‘Afraid of     this,’ said the psychiatrist. ‘I was afraid. Space travel’s so new, damn it. Sodamnnew. No telling how many sixty million miles’ll affect a person.’ He took     hold of the young corporal. ‘Here we are. Everything’s all right. You’d better get to your job,     Corporal. Get busy. Get on the ball.’
The corporal had his hands to his face. ‘It’s a Christ-awful feeling. To know     we’re so far away from everything. And this whole damn planet is dead. Nothing else here but     us.’
They started him unloading packets of frozen food.
The psychiatrist and the captain stood on a sand dune nearby for a moment,     watching the men move.
‘He’s right, of course,’ said the psychiatrist. ‘I don’t like it, either. It     really hits you. It hits hard. It’s lonely here. It’s awfully dead and far away. And that wind.     And the empty cities. I feel lousy.’
‘I don’t feel so well myself,’ said the captain. ‘What do you think? About     Smith? Will he stay on this side of the cliff or will he fall over?’
‘I’ll stick with him. He needs friends     now. If he falls over, I’m afraid he’ll take some others with him. We’re all tied together by     ropes, even if you can’t see them. I hope to hell the second rocket comes through. See you     later.’
The psychiatrist went away and the rocket stood on the sea bottom in the     night in the center of the planet Mars, as the two white moons rose suddenly, like terrors and     memories, and flung themselves in a race over the sky. The captain stood looking up at the sky     and Earth burning there.
 
During the night, Smith went mad. He fell over into darkness, but took no     one with him. He pulled hard at the ropes, caused terrible secret panics all night, with     screams, shouts, warning of terror and death. But the others stood firm positioned in the dark,     working, perspiring. None was blown with him to his secret place at the bottom of a long cliff.     He fell all night. He hit in the morning. Under sedatives, eyes shut, coiled upon himself, he     was bunked in the ship, where his cries whispered away. There was silence, with only the wind     and the men working. The psychiatrist passed extra rations of food, chocolate, cigarettes,     brandy. He watched. The captain watched with him.
‘I don’t know. I’m beginning to think—’
‘What?’
‘Men were never meant to go so far alone. Space travel asks too much. Isolation, completely unnatural, a form of realistic insanity,     space itself, if you ask me,’ said the captain. ‘Watch out, I’m going balmy myself.’
‘Keep talking,’ said the doctor.
‘What do you think? Can we stick it out here?’
‘We’ll hold on. The men look bad, I admit. If they don’t improve in     twenty-four hours, and if our relief ship doesn’t show up, we’d best get back into space. Just     knowing they’re heading home will snap them out of it.’
‘God, what a waste. What a shame. A billion dollars spent to send us. What do     we tell the senators at home, that we were cowards?’
‘At times, cowardice is the only thing left. A man can take only so much,     then it’s time for him to run, unless he can find someone to do his running for him. We’ll     see.’
 
The sun rose. The double moons were gone. But Mars was no more comfortable     by day than by night. One of the men fired off a gun at some animal he saw behind him. Another     stopped work with a blinding headache, and retired to the ship. Though they slept most of the     day, it was a fitful sleeping, with many calls on the doctor for sedatives and brandy rations.     At nightfall, the doctor and the captain conferred.
‘We’d better pull out,’ said Walton. ‘This man Sorenson is another. I give     him twenty-four hours. Ditto Bernard. A damn shame. Good     men, both of them. Fine men. But there was no way to duplicate Mars in our Earth offices. No     test can duplicate the unknown. Isolation-shock, loneliness-shock,severe. Well, it was a good try. Better to be happy cowards than raving     lunatics. Myself? I hate it here. As the man said, I want to go home.’
‘Shall I give the order, then?’ asked the captain.
The psychiatrist nodded.
‘Jesus, God, I hate to give up without a fight.’
‘Nothing to fight but wind and dust. We could give it a decent fight with the     relief ship, but that doesn’t seem to be—’
‘Captain, sir!’ someone shouted.
‘Eh?’ The captain and psychiatrist turned.
‘Look there, sir! In the sky! The relief rocket!’
This was no more than the truth. The men ran out of the ship and the tents.     The sun was set and the wind was cold, but they stood there, straining their eyes up, watched     the fire grow large, larger, larger. The Second Rocket beat a drum and let out a long plume of     red color. It landed. It cooled. The men of the First Rocket ran across the sea bottom toward     it, yelling.
‘Well?’ asked the captain, standing back. ‘What does this mean? Do we go or     stay?’
‘I think,’ said the psychiatrist, ‘that we’ll stay.’
‘For twenty-four hours?’
‘For a little longer than that,’ Walton replied.
*    *    *
They hoisted immense crates out of the     Second Rocket.
‘Careful! Careful there!’
They held up blueprints and wielded hammers and pries and levers. The     psychiatrist supervised. ‘This way! Crate 75? Here. Box 067?Here!That’s it. Open ’er up. Tab A into Slot B. Tab B into Slot C. Right, fine,good!’
They put it all up before dawn. In eight hours they assembled the miracles     out of boxes and crates. They took away the serpentines, wax papers, cardboards, brushed and     dusted every part and portion of the whole. When the time came, the men of the First Rocket     stood on the outer rim of the miracle, gazed in at it, incredulous and awed.
‘Ready, Captain?’
‘I’ll be damned! Yes!’
‘Throw the switch.’
The captain threw the switch.
The little town lit up.
‘Good Lord!’ said the captain.
He walked into the single main street of the town.
It was a street of no more than six buildings on a side, false fronts, strung     with bright red, yellow, green lights. Music played from a half-dozen hidden jukeboxes,     somewhere. Doors slammed. A man in a white smock emerged from a barbershop, blue shears and a     black comb in hand. A peppermint-stick pole rotated slowly behind him. Next was a drugstore, a     magazine rack out front, newspapers fluttering in the wind, a fan turning in the ceiling, the     snakelike hiss of soda water sounding inside. As they passed     the door they looked in. A girl smiled there, a crisp green starched cap on her head.
A pool hall, with green tables, like jungle glades, soft, inviting. Billiard     balls, multicolored, triangled, waiting. Across the street, a church, with candied-root-beer,     strawberry, lemon-glass windows. A man there, too, in dark suit, white collar. Next to that, a     library. Next to that, a hotel. SOFT BEDS. FIRST NIGHT FREE.     AIR-CONDITIONING. A clerk behind a desk with his hand on a silver bell. But the place     they were going to, that drew them like the smell of water draws cattle across a dusty prairie,     was the building at the head of the street.
THE MILLED BUCK SALOON.
A man with greased, curled hair, his shirtsleeves gartered with red elastic     above his hairy elbows, leaned against a post there. He vanished behind swinging doors. When     they hit the swinging doors, he was polishing the bar and tipping rye into thirty glasses all     lined up glittering on the beautiful long bar. A crystal chandelier blazed warmly overhead.     There was a stairway leading up and a number of doors above, on a balcony, and the faintest     smell of perfume.
They all went to the bar. They were quiet. They took up the rye and drank it     straight down, not wiping their mouths. Their eyes stung.
The captain said, in a whisper, to the psychiatrist, standing by the door,     ‘Good God! The expense!’
‘Film sets, knockdowns, collapsibles. A     real minister next door in the church of course. Three real barbers. A piano player.’
The man at the yellow-toothed piano began to play ‘St. Louis Woman with Your     Diamond Rings.’
‘A druggist, two fountain girls, a pool-hall proprietor, shoeshine boy, rack     boy, two librarians, odds and ends, workmen, electricians, et cetera. Totals up another two     million dollars. The hotel isallreal. Every room with bath.     Comfort. Good beds. Other buildings are three-quarters false front. All of it so beautifully     constructed, with slots and tabs, a child could put up the whole toy-works in an hour.’
‘But will it work?’
‘Look at their faces, beginning to relax already.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me?!’
‘Because, if it’d got out, spending money this silly, ridiculous way, the     papers would’ve jumped me–senators, Congress, God would have gotten in the act. It’s silly,     damn silly, but itworks. It’sEarth.     That’s all I care about. It’sEarth. It’s a piece of Earth the men     can hold in their hand and say, “This is Illinois, this is a town Iknew.These arebuildingsI knew. This is a little     piece of Earth that’s here for me to hold on to until we bringmoreof it up and make the loneliness run away forever.”’
‘Ingenious, devilish, clever.’
The men ordered a second rye all around, smiling.
‘The men on our ship, Captain, are from fourteen small towns. Picked them that way. One of each of these buildings in this little     street here is from one of those towns. The bartender, ministers, grocery-store owner, all     thirty of the people on the Second Rocket, are from those towns.’
‘Thirty?Besidesthe relief crew?’
The psychiatrist glanced happily at the steps leading up to the balcony and     the series of shut doors. One of the doors opened a trifle and a beautiful blue eye gazed out     for a moment.
‘We’ll rush in more lights and more towns every month, more people, more     Earth. Priority on familiarity. Familiarity breeds sanity. We’ve won the first round. We’ll     keep winning if we keep moving.’
Now the men were beginning to laugh and talk and slap one another on the     shoulders. Some of them walked out and across the street for a haircut, some went to play pool,     some to buy groceries, some into the quiet church, you could hear organ music for a moment just     before the piano player here in the crystal-chandeliered saloon began ‘Frankie and Johnny.’ Two     men walked laughingly up the stairs to the doors along the balcony.
‘I’m no drinking man, Captain. How about a pineapple malt at the drugstore     over the way?’
‘What? Oh. I was thinking…Smith.’ The captain turned. ‘Back in the ship. Do     you think–I mean–could we get Smith, bring him here, with us, would it do any good, would helikeit, mightn’t it make himhappy?’
‘We could certainly try,’ said the     doctor.
The pianist was playing, very loud, ‘That Old Gang of Mine.’ Everybody     singing, some of them starting to dance, and the city like a jewel blazing in the wilderness,     darkness all around. Mars lonely, the sky black and full of stars, the wind rushing, the moons     rising, the seas and old cities dead. But the barber pole whirled brightly, and the church     windows were the color of Coca-Cola and lemonade and boysenberry phosphate.
The piano was tinkling ‘Skip to My Lou’ half an hour later when the captain,     the psychiatrist, and a third man walked into the drugstore and sat.
‘Three pineapple malts,’ said the captain.
And they sat, reading magazines, turning slowly on the stools, until the girl     behind the fountain set three beautiful pineapple malts at their elbows.
They all reached for the straws.
Annotation




 
Frost and Fire
 
 I
 
During the night, Sim was born. He lay wailing upon the cold cave stones. His blood beat through him a thousand pulses each minute. He grew, steadily.
    Into his mouth his mother with feverish hands put the food. The nightmare of living was begun. Almost instantly at birth his eyes grew alert, and then, without half understanding why, filled with bright, insistent tenor. He gagged upon the food, choked and wailed. He looked about, blindly.
    There was a thick fog. It cleared. The outlines of the cave appeared. And a man loomed up, insane and wild and terrible. A man with a dying face. Old, withered by winds, baked like adobe in the heat. The man was crouched in a far corner of the cave, his eyes whitening to one side of his face, listening to the far wind trumpeting up above on the frozen night planet.
    Sim's mother, trembling now and again, staring at the man, fed Sim pebble-fruits, valley-grasses and ice-nipples broken from the cavern entrances, and eating, eliminating, eating again, he grew larger, larger.
    The man in the corner of the cave was his father! The man's eyes were all that was alive in his face. He held a crude stone dagger in his withered hands and his jaw hung loose and senseless.
    Then, with a widening focus, Sim saw the old people sitting in the tunnel beyond this living quarter. And as he watched, they began to die.
    Their agonies filled the cave. They melted like waxen images, their faces collapsed inward on their sharp bones, their teeth protruded. One minute their faces were mature, fairly smooth, alive, electric. The next minute a dessication and burning away of their flesh occurred.
    Sim thrashed in his mother's grasp. She held him. "No, no," she soothed him, quietly, earnestly, looking to see if this, too, would cause her husband to rise again.
    With a soft swift padding of naked feet, Sim's father ran across the cave. Sim's mother screamed. Sim felt himself torn loose from her grasp. He fell upon the stones, rolling, shrieking with his new, moist lungs!
    The webbed face of his father jerked over him, the knife was poised. It was like one of those prenatal nightmares he'd had again and again while still in his mother's flesh. In the next few blazing, impossible instants questions flicked through his brain. The knife was high, suspended, ready to destroy him. But the whole question of life in this cave, the dying people, the withering and the insanity, surged through Sim's new, small head. How was it that he understood? A newborn child? Can a newborn child think, see, understand, interpret? No. It was wrong! It was impossible. Yet it was happening! To him. He had been alive an hour now. And in the next instant perhaps dead!
    His mother flung herself upon the back of his father, and beat down the weapon. Sim caught the terrific backwash of emotion from both their conflicting minds. "Let me kill him!" shouted the father, breathing harshly, sobbingly. "What has he to live for?"
    "No, no!" insisted the mother, and her body, frail and old as it was, stretched across the huge body of the father, tearing at his weapon. "He must live! There may be a future for him! He may live longer than us, and be young!"
    The father fell back against a stone crib. Lying there, staring, eyes glittering, Sim saw another figure inside that stone crib. A girl-child, quietly feeding itself, moving its delicate hands to procure food. His sister.
    The mother wrenched the dagger from her husband's grasp, stood up, weeping and pushing back her cloud of stiffening gray hair. Her mouth trembled and jerked. "I'll kill you!" she said, glaring down at her husband. "Leave my children alone."
    The old man spat tiredly, bitterly, and looked vacantly into the stone crib, at the little girl. "One-eighth ofherlife's over, already," he gasped. "And she doesn't know it. What's the use?"
    As Sim watched, his own mother seemed to shift and take a tortured, smokelike form. The thin bony face broke out into a maze of wrinkles. She was shaken with pain and had to sit by him, shuddering and cuddling the knife to her shriveled breasts. She, like the old people in the tunnel, was aging, dying.
    Sim cried steadily. Everywhere he looked was horror. A mind came to meet his own. Instinctively he glanced toward the stone crib. Dark, his sister, returned his glance. Their minds brushed like straying fingers. He relaxed somewhat. He began to learn.
    The father sighed, shut his lids down over his green eyes. "Feed the child," he said, exhaustedly. "Hurry. It is almost dawn and it is our last day of living, woman. Feed him. Make him grow."
    Sim quieted, and images, out of the terror, floated to him.
    This was a planet next to the sun. The nights burned with cold, the days were like torches of fire. It was a violent, impossible world. The people lived in the cliffs to escape the incredible ice and the day of flame. Only at dawn and sunset was the air breath-sweet, flower-strong, and then the cave peoples brought their children out into a stony, barren valley. At dawn the ice thawed into creeks and rivers, at sunset the day fire died and cooled. In the intervals of even, livable temperature the people lived, ran, played, loved, free of the caverns; all life on the planet jumped, burst into life. Plants grew instantly, birds were flung like pellets across the sky. Smaller, legged animal life rushed frantically through the rocks; everything tried to get its living down in the brief hour of respite.
    It was an unbearable planet. Sim understood this, a matter of hours after birth. Racial memory bloomed in him. He would live his entire life in the caves, with two hours a day outside. Here, in stone channels of air he would talk, talk incessantly with his people, sleep never, think, think and lie upon his back, dreaming; but never sleeping.
    And he would live exactly eight days.
 
    Theviolenceof this thought! Eight days. Eight short days. It was wrong, impossible, but a fact. Even while in his mother's flesh some racial knowledge or some strange far wild voice had told him he was being formed rapidly, shaped and propelled out swiftly.
    Birth was quick as a knife. Childhood was over in a flash. Adolescence was a sheet of lightning. Manhood was a dream, maturity a myth, old age an inescapably quick reality, death a swift certainty.
    Eight days from now he'd stand half-blind, withering, dying, as his father now stood, staring uselesly at his own wife and child.
    This day was an eighth part of his total life! He must enjoy every second of it. He must search his parents thoughts for knowledge.
    Because in a few hours they'd be dead.
    This was so impossibly unfair. Was this all of life? In his prenatal state hadn't he dreamed oflonglives, valleys not of blasted stone but green foliage and temperate clime? Yes! And if he'd dreamed then there must be truth in the visions. How could he seek and find the long life? Where? And how could he accomplish a life mission that huge and depressing in eight short, vanishing days?
    How had his people gotten into such a condition?
    As if at a button pressed, he saw an image. Metal seeds, blown across space from a distant green world, fighting with long flames, crashing on this bleak planet. From their shattered hulls tumbled men and women.
    When? Long ago. Ten thousand days. The crash victims hid in the cliffs from the sun. Fire, ice and floods washed away the wreckage of the huge metal seeds. The victims were shaped and beaten like iron upon a forge. Solar radiations drenched them. Their pulses quickened, two hundred, five hundred, a thousand beats a minute. Their skins thickened, their blood changed. Old age came rushing. Children were born in the caves. Swifter, swifter, swifter the process. Like all this world's wild life, the men and women from the crash lived and died in a week, leaving children to do likewise.
    So this is life, thought Sim. It was not spoken in his mind, for he knew no words, he knew only images, old memory, an awareness, a telepathy that could penetrate flesh, rock, metal. Somewhere along the line, theyhaddeveloped telepathy, plus racial memory, the only good gifts, the only hope in all this terror. So thought Sim, I'm the five-thousandth in a long line of futile sons? What can I do to save myself from dying eight days from now? Is there escape?
    His eyes widened, another image came to focus.
    Beyond this valley of cliffs, on a low mountain lay a perfect, unscaned metal seed. A metal ship, not rusted or touched by the avalanches. The ship was deserted, whole, intact. It was the only ship of all these that had crashed that was still a unit, still usable. But it was so far away. There was no one in it to help. This ship, then, on the far mountain, was the destiny toward which he would grow. There was his only hope of escape.
    His mind flexed.
    In this cliff, deep down in a confinement of solitude, worked a handful of scientists. To these men, when he was old enough and wise enough, he must go. They, too, dreamed of escape, of long life, of green valleys and temperate weathers. They, too, stared longingly at that distant ship upon its high mountain, its metal so perfect it did not rust or age.
    The cliff groaned.
    Sim's father lifted his eroded, lifeless face.
    "Dawn's coming," he said.
	





THE FRUIT AT THE BOTTOM OF THE BOWL
 

by Ray Bradbury
 
 
 
William
Acton rose to his feet.  The clock on the mantel ticked midnight.



He looked at his fingers and he looked at the large room around him
and he looked at the man lying on the floor.  William Acton, whose
fingers had stroked typewriter keys and made love and fried ham and
eggs for early breakfasts, had now accomplished a murder with those
same ten whorled fingers.



He had never thought of himself as a sculptor and yet, in this
moment, looking down between his hands at the body upon the polished
hardwood floor, he realised that by some sculptural clenching and
remodelling and twisting of human clay he had taken hold of this man
Donald Huxley and changed his physiognomy, the very frame of his
body.



With a twist of his fingers he had wiped away the exacting glitter of
Huxley’s grey eyes; replaced it with a blind dullness of eye
cold in socket.  The lips, always pink and sensuous, were gaped to
show the equine teeth, the yellow incisors, the nicotined canines,
the gold-inlaid molars.  The nose, pink also, was now mottled, pale,
discoloured, as were the ears.  Huxley’s hands, upon the floor,
were open, pleading for the first time in their lives, instead of
demanding.



Yes, it was an artistic conception.  On the whole, the change had
done Huxley a share of good.  Death made him a handsomer man to deal
with.  You could talk to him now and he’d have to listen.



William Acton looked at his own fingers.



It was done.  He could not change it back.  Had anyone heard?  He
listened.  Outside, the normal late sounds of street traffic
continued.  There was no banging of the house door, no shoulder
wrecking the portal into kindling, no voices demanding entrance.  The
murder, the sculpturing of clay from warmth to coldness was done, and
nobody knew.



Now what?  The clock ticked midnight.  His every impulse exploded him
in a hysteria toward the door.  Rush, get away, run, never come back,
board a train, hail a taxi, get, go, run, walk, saunter, but get the
blazes out of here!



His hands hovered before his eyes, floating, turning.



He twisted them in slow deliberation; they felt airy and
feather-light.  Why was he staring at them this way? he inquired of
himself.  Was there something in them of immense interest that he
should pause now, after a successful throttling, and examine them
whorl by whorl?



They were ordinary hands.  Not thick, not thin, not long, not short,
not hairy, not naked, not manicured and yet not dirty, not soft and
yet not callused, not wrinkled and yet not smooth; not murdering
hands at all – and yet not innocent.  He seemed to find them
miracles to look upon.



It was not the hands as hands he was interested in, nor the fingers
as fingers.  In the numb timelessness after an accomplished violence
he found interest only in the tips of his fingers.



The clock ticked upon the mantel.



He knelt by Huxley’s body, took a handkerchief from Huxley’s
pocket, and began methodically to swab Huxley’s throat with it.
 He brushed and massaged the throat and wiped the face and the back
of the neck with fierce energy.  Then he stood up.



He looked at the throat.  He looked at the polished floor.  He bent
slowly and gave the floor a few dabs with the handkerchief, then he
scowled and swabbed the floor; first, near the head of the corpse;
secondly, near the arms.  Then he polished the floor all around the
body.  He polished the floor one yard from the body on all sides. 
Then he polished the floor two yards from the body on all sides. 
Then he polished the floor three yards from the body in all
directions.  Then he –



He stopped.
 
There
was a moment when he saw the entire house, the mirrored halls, the
carved doors, the splendid furniture; and, as clearly as if it were
being repeated word for word, he heard Huxley talking and himself
just the way they had talked only an hour ago.



Finger on Huxley’s doorbell.  Huxley’s door opening.



“Oh!”  Huxley shocked.  “It’s you,
Acton.”



“Where’s my wife, Huxley?”



“Do you think I’d tell you, really?  Don’t stand
out there, you idiot.  If you want to talk business, come in. 
Through that door.  There.  Into the library.”



Acton had touched the library door.



“Drink?”



“I need one.  I can’t believe Lily is gone, that she –”



“There’s a bottle of burgundy, Acton.  Mind fetching it
from that cabinet?”



Yes, fetch it.  Handle it.  Touch it.  He did.



“Some interesting first editions there, Acton.  Feel this
binding.  Feel of it.”



“I didn’t come to see books, I –”



He had touched the books and the library table and touched
the burgundy bottle and burgundy glasses.



Now, squatting on the floor beside Huxley’s cold body with the
polishing handkerchief in his fingers, motionless, he stared at the
house, the walls, the furniture about him, his eyes widening, his
mouth dropping, stunned by what he realised and what he saw.  He shut
his eyes, dropped his head, crushed the handkerchief between his
hands, wadding it, biting his lips with his teeth, pulling in on
himself.



The fingerprints were everywhere, everywhere!



“Mind getting the burgundy, Acton, eh?  The burgundy bottle,
eh?  With your fingers, eh?  I’m terribly tired.  You
understand?”



A pair of gloves.



Before he did one more thing, before he polished another area, he
must have a pair of gloves, or he might unintentionally, after
cleaning a surface, redistribute his identity.



He put his hands in his pockets.  He walked through the house to the
hall umbrella stand, the hat-rack.  Huxley’s overcoat.  He
pulled out the overcoat pockets.



No gloves.



His hands in his pockets again, he walked upstairs, moving with a
controlled swiftness, allowing himself nothing frantic, nothing wild.
 He had made the initial error of not wearing gloves (but, after all,
he hadn’t planned a murder, and his subconscious, which
may have known of the crime before its commitment, had not even
hinted he might need gloves before the night was finished), so now he
had to sweat for his sin of omission.  Somewhere in the house there
must be at least one pair of gloves.  He would have to hurry; there
was every chance that someone might visit Huxley, even at this hour. 
Rich friends drinking themselves in and out the door, laughing,
shouting, coming and going without so much as a hello-goodbye.  He
would have until six in the morning, at the outside, when Huxley’s
friends were to pick Huxley up for the trip to the airport and Mexico
City …



Acton hurried about upstairs opening drawers, using the handkerchief
as blotter.  He untidied seventy or eighty drawers in six rooms, left
them with their tongues, so to speak, hanging out, ran on to new
ones.  He felt naked, unable to do anything until he found gloves. 
He might scour the entire house with the handkerchief, buffing every
possible surface where fingerprints might lie, then accidentally bump
a wall here or there, thus sealing his own fate with one microscopic,
whorling symbol!  It would be putting his stamp of approval on the
murder, that’s what it would be!  Like those waxen seals in the
old days when they rattled papyrus, flourished ink, dusted all with
sand to dry the ink, and pressed their signet rings in hot crimson
tallow at the bottom.  So it would be if he left one, mind you, one
fingerprint upon the scene!  His approval of the murder did not
extend as far as affixing said seal.



More drawers!  Be quiet, be curious, be careful, he told himself.



At the bottom of the eighty-fifth drawer he found gloves.



“Oh, my Lord, my Lord!”  He slumped against the bureau,
sighing.  He tried the gloves on, held them up, proudly flexed them,
buttoned them.  They were soft, grey, thick, impregnable.  He could
do all sorts of tricks with hands now and leave no trace.  He thumbed
his nose in the bedroom mirror, sucking his teeth.
 
“NO!”
cried Huxley.



What a wicked plan it had been.



Huxley had fallen to the floor, purposely!  Oh, what a
wickedly clever man!  Down onto the hardwood floor had dropped
Huxley, with Acton after him.  They had rolled and tussled and clawed
at the floor, printing and printing it with their frantic fingertips!
 Huxley had slipped away a few feet, Acton crawling after to lay
hands on his neck and squeeze until the life came out like paste from
a tube!



Gloved, William Acton returned to the room and knelt down upon the
floor and laboriously began the task of swabbing every wildly
infested inch of it.  Inch by inch, inch by inch, he polished and
polished until he could almost see his intent, sweating face in it. 
Then he came to a table and polished the leg of it, on up its solid
body and along the knobs and over the top.  He came to a bowl of wax
fruit and wiped them clean, leaving the fruit at the bottom
unpolished.



“I’m sure I didn’t touch them,”
he said.



After rubbing the table he came to a picture frame hung over it.



“I’m certain I didn’t touch that,” he
said.



He stood looking at it.



He glanced at all the doors in the room.  Which doors had he used
tonight?  He couldn’t remember.  Polish all of them, then.  He
started on the doorknobs, shined them all up, and then he curried the
doors from head to foot, taking no chances.  Then he went to all the
furniture in the room and wiped the chair arms.



“That chair you’re sitting in, Acton, is an old Louis XIV
piece.  Feel that material,” said Huxley.



“I didn’t come to talk furniture, Huxley!  I came about
Lily.”



“Oh, come off it, you’re not that serious about her.  She
doesn’t love you, you know.  She’s told me she’ll
go with me to Mexico City tomorrow.”



“You and your money and your damned furniture!”



“It’s nice furniture, Acton; be a good guest and feel of
it.”



Fingerprints can be found on fabric.



“Huxley!”  William Acton stared at the body.  “Did
you guess I was going to kill  you?  Did your subconscious suspect,
just as my subconscious suspected?  And did your subconscious tell
you to make me run about the house handling, touching, fondling
books, dishes, doors, chairs?  Were you that clever and that
mean?”



He washed the chairs dryly with the clenched handkerchief.  Then he
remembered the body – he hadn’t dry-washed it.  He
went to it and turned it now this way, now that, and burnished every
surface of it.  He even shined the shoes, charging nothing.



While shining the shoes his face took on a little tremor of worry,
and after a moment he got up and walked over to that table.



He took out and polished the wax fruit at the bottom of the bowl.



“Better,” he whispered, and went back to the body.



But as he crouched over the body his eyelids twitched and his jaw
moved from side to side and he debated, then he got up and walked
once more to the table.



He polished the picture frame.



While polishing the picture frame he discovered –



The wall.



“That,” he said, “is silly.”



“Oh!” cried Huxley, fending him off.  He gave Acton a
shove as they struggled.  Acton fell, got up, touching the
wall, and ran toward Huxley again.  He strangled Huxley.  Huxley
died.



Acton turned steadfastly from the wall, with equilibrium and
decision.  The harsh words and the action faded in his mind; he hid
them away.  He glanced at the four walls.



“Ridiculous!” he said.



From the corners of his eyes he saw something on one wall.



“I refuse to pay attention,” he said to distract himself.
 “The next room, now!  I’ll be methodical.  Let’s
see – altogether we were in the hall, the library, this
room, and the dining room and the kitchen.”



There was a spot on the wall behind him.



Well, wasn’t there?



He turned angrily.  “All right, all right, just to be sure,”
and he went over and couldn’t find any spot.  Oh, a little
one, yes, right – there.  He dabbed it.  It wasn’t
a fingerprint anyhow.  He finished with it, and his gloved hand
leaned against the wall and he looked at the wall and the way it went
over to his right and over to his left and how it went down to his
feet and up over his head and he said softly, “No.”  He
looked up and down and over and across and he said quietly, “That
would be too much.”  How many square feet?  “I don’t
give a good damn,” he said.  But unknown to his eyes, his
gloved fingers moved in a little rubbing rhythm on the wall.



He peered at his hand and the wallpaper.  He looked over his shoulder
at the other room.  “I must go in there and polish the
essentials,” he told himself, but his hand remained, as if to
hold the wall, or himself, up.  His face hardened.



Without a word he began to scrub the wall, up and down, back and
forth, up and down, as high as he could stretch and as low as he
could bend.



“Ridiculous, oh my Lord, ridiculous!”



But you must be certain, his thought said to him.



“Yes, one must be certain,” he replied.



He got one wall finished, and then …



He came to another wall.



“What time is it?”



He looked at the mantel clock.  An hour gone.  It was five after one.



The doorbell rang.



Acton froze, staring at the door, the clock, the door, the clock.



Someone rapped loudly.



A long moment passed.  Acton did not breathe.  Without new air in his
body he began to fail away, to sway; his head roared a silence of
cold waves thundering onto heavy rocks.



“Hey, in there!” cried a drunken voice.  “I know
you’re in there, Huxley!  Open up, dammit!  This is Billy-boy,
drunk as an owl, Huxley, old pal, drunker than two owls.”



“Go away,” whispered Acton soundlessly, crushed against
the wall.



“Huxley, you’re in there, I hear you breathing!”
cried the drunken voice.



“Yes, I’m in here,” whispered Acton, feeling long
and sprawled and clumsy on the floor, clumsy and cold and silent. 
“Yes.”



“Hell!” said the voice, fading away into mist.  The
footsteps shuffled off.  “Hell …”



Acton stood a long time feeling the red heart beat inside his shut
eyes, within his head.  When at last he opened his eyes he looked at
the new fresh wall straight ahead of him and finally got courage to
speak.  “Silly,” he said.  “This wall’s
flawless.  I won’t touch it.  Got to hurry.  Got to hurry. 
Time, time.  Only a few hours before those damn-fool friends blunder
in!”  He turned away.



From the corners of his eyes he saw the little webs.  When his back
was turned the little spiders came out of the woodwork and delicately
spun their fragile little half-invisible webs.  Not upon the wall at
his left, which was already washed fresh, but upon the three walls as
yet untouched.  Each time he stared directly at them the spiders
dropped back into the woodwork, only to spindle out as he retreated. 
“Those walls are all right,” he insisted in a half shout.
 “I won’t touch them!”



He went to a writing desk at which Huxley had been seated earlier. 
He opened a drawer and took out what he was looking for.  A little
magnifying glass Huxley sometimes used for reading.  He took the
magnifier and approached the wall uneasily.



Fingerprints.



“But those aren’t mine!”  He laughed unsteadily. 
“I didn’t put them there!  I’m sure I
didn’t!  A servant, a butler, or a maid perhaps!”



The wall was full of them.



“Look at this one here,” he said.  “Long and
tapered, a woman’s, I’d bet money on it.”



“Would you?”



“I would!”



“Are you certain?”



“Yes!”



“Positive?”



“Well – yes.”



“Absolutely?”



“Yes, damn it, yes!”



“Wipe it out, anyway, why don’t you?”



“There, by God!”



“Out damned spot, eh, Acton?”



“And this one, over here,” scoffed Acton.  “That’s
the print of a fat man.”



“Are you sure?”



“Don’t start that again!” he snapped, and
rubbed it out.  He pulled off a glove and held his hand up,
trembling, in the glary light.



“Look at it, you idiot!  See how the whorls go?  See?”



“That proves nothing!”



“Oh, all right!”  Raging, he swept the wall up and down,
back and forth, with gloved hands, sweating, grunting, swearing,
bending, rising, and getting redder of face.



He took off his coat, put it on a chair.



“Two o’clock,” he said, finishing the wall, glaring
at the clock.



He walked over to the bowl and took out the wax fruit and polished
the ones at the bottom and put them back, and polished the picture
frame.



He gazed up at the chandelier.



His fingers twitched at his sides.



His mouth slipped open and the tongue moved along his lips and he
looked at the chandelier and looked away and looked back at the
chandelier and looked at Huxley’s body and then at the crystal
chandelier with its long pearls of rainbow glass.



He got a chair and brought it over under the chandelier and put one
foot up on it and took it down and threw the chair, violently,
laughing, into a corner.  Then he ran out of the room, leaving one
wall as yet unwashed.



In the dining room he came to a table.



“I want to show you my Gregorian cutlery, Acton,” Huxley
had said.  Oh, that casual, that hypnotic voice!



“I haven’t time,” Acton said.  “I’ve
got to see Lily –”



“Nonsense, look at this silver, this exquisite craftsmanship.”



Acton paused over the table where the boxes of cutlery were laid out,
hearing once more Huxley’s voice, remembering all the touchings
and gesturings.



Now Acton wiped the forks and spoons and took down all the plaques
and special ceramic dishes from the wall itself …



“Here’s a lovely bit of ceramics by Gertrude and Otto
Natzler, Acton.  Are you familiar with their work?”



“It is lovely.”



“Pick it up.  Turn it over.  See the fine thinness of the bowl,
hand-thrown on a turntable, thin as eggshell, incredible.  And the
amazing volcanic glaze.  Handle it, go ahead.  I don’t
mind.”



HANDLE IT.  GO AHEAD.  PICK IT UP!



Acton sobbed unevenly.  He hurled the pottery against the wall.  It
shattered and spread, flaking wildly, upon the floor.



An instant later he was on his knees.  Every piece, every shard of
it, must be found.  Fool, fool, fool! he cried to himself, shaking
his head and shutting and opening his eyes and bending under the
table.  Find every piece, idiot, not one fragment of it must be left
behind.  Fool, fool!  He gathered them.  Are they all here?  He
looked at them on the table before him.  He looked under the table
again and under the chairs and the service bureaux and found one more
piece by match light and started to polish each little fragment as if
it were a precious stone.  He laid them all out neatly upon the
shining polished table.



“A lovely bit of ceramics, Acton.  Go ahead – handle
it.”



He took out the linen and wiped it and wiped the chairs and tables
and doorknobs and windowpanes and ledges and drapes and wiped the
floor and found the kitchen, panting, breathing violently, and took
off his vest and adjusted his gloves and wiped the glittering
chromium … “I want to show you my house, Acton,”
said Huxley.  “Come along …”  And he wiped all the
utensils and the silver faucets and the mixing bowls, for now he had
forgotten what he had touched and what he had not.  Huxley and he had
lingered here, in the kitchen, Huxley prideful of its array, covering
his nervousness at the presence of a potential killer, perhaps
wanting to be near the knives if they were needed.  They had idled,
touched this, that, something else – there was no remembering
what or how much or how many – and he finished the kitchen and
came through the hall into the room where Huxley lay.



He cried out.



He had forgotten to wash the fourth wall of the room!  And while he
was gone the little spiders had popped from the fourth unwashed wall
and swarmed over the already clean walls, dirtying them again!  On
the ceilings, from the chandelier, in the corners, on the floor, a
million little whorled webs hung billowing at his scream!  Tiny, tiny
little webs, no bigger than, ironically, your – finger!



As he watched, the webs were woven over the picture frame, the fruit
bowl, the body, the floor.  Prints wielded the paper knife, pulled
out drawers, touched the table top, touched, touched, touched
everything everywhere.



He polished the floor wildly, wildly.  He rolled the body over and
cried on it while he washed it, and got up and walked over and
polished the fruit at the bottom of the bowl.  Then he put a chair
under the chandelier and got up and polished each little hanging fire
of it, shaking it like a crystal tambourine until it tilted bellwise
in the air.  Then he leaped off the chair and gripped the doorknobs
and got up on other chairs and swabbed the walls higher and higher
and ran to the kitchen and got a broom and wiped the webs down from
the ceiling and polished the bottom fruit of the bowl and washed the
body and doorknobs and silverware and found the hall banister and
followed the banister upstairs.



Three o’clock!  Everywhere, with a fierce, mechanical
intensity, clocks ticked!  There were twelve rooms downstairs and
eight above.  He figured the yards and yards of space and time
needed.  One hundred chairs, six sofas, twenty-seven tables, six
radios.  And under and on top and behind.  He yanked furniture out
away from walls and, sobbing, wiped them clean of years-old dust, and
staggered and followed the banister up, up the stairs, handling,
erasing, rubbing, polishing, because if he left one little print it
would reproduce and make a million more! – and the job would
have to be done all over again and now it was four o’clock! –
and his arms ached and his eyes were swollen and staring and he moved
sluggishly about, on strange legs, his head down, his arms moving,
swabbing and rubbing, bedroom by bedroom, closet by closet …



They found him at six-thirty that morning.



In the attic.



The entire house was polished to a brilliance.  Vases shone like
glass stars.  Chairs were burnished.  Bronzes, brasses, and coppers
were all aglint.  Floors sparkled.  Banisters gleamed.



Everything glittered.  Everything shone, everything was bright!



They found him in the attic, polishing the old trunks and the old
frames and the old chairs and the old carriages and toys and music
boxes and vases and cutlery and rocking horses and dusty Civil War
coins.  He was half through the attic when the police officer walked
up behind him with a gun.



“Done!”



On the way out of the house, Acton polished the front doorknob with
his handkerchief and slammed it in triumph!
 
END



Annotation




 
 
Getting Through Sunday Somehow
It was Sunday noon and the fog touching at the hotel windows when the mist did not and rain rinsing the fog and then leaving off to let the mist return and coffee after lunch was prolonging itself into tea with the promise of high tea ahead and beyond that the Buttery pub opening belowstairs, or the Second Coming and the only sound was porcelain cups against porcelain teeth and the whisper of silk or the creak of shoes until at last a swinging door leading from the small library-writing room squealed softly open and an old man, holding on to the air should he fall, shuffled out, stopped, looked around at everyone, slowly, and said in a calm drear voice:
‘Getting through Sunday somehow?’
Then he turned, shuffled back through, and let the door creak whisper shut.
Sunday in Dublin.
The words are Doom itself.
Sunday in Dublin.
Drop such words and they never strike bottom. They just fall through emptiness toward five in the gray afternoon.
Sunday in Dublin. How to get through it somehow.
Sound the funeral bells. Yank the covers up over your ears. Hear the hiss of the black-feathered wreath as it rustles, hung on your silent door. Listen to those empty streets below your hotel room waiting to gulp you if you venture forth before noon. Feel the mist sliding its wet flannel tongue under the window ledges, licking hotel roofs, its great bulk dripping of ennui.
Sunday, I thought. Dublin. The pubs shut tight until late afternoon. The cinemas sold out two or three weeks in advance. Nothing to do but perhaps go stare at the uriny lions at the Phoenix Park Zoo, at the vultures looking as though they’d fallen, covered with glue, into the ragpickers’ bin. Wander by the River Liffey, see the fog-colored waters. Wander in the alleys, see the Liffey-colored skies.
No, I thought wildly, go back to bed, wake me at sunset, feed me high tea, tuck me in again, good night, all!
But I staggered out, a hero, and in a faint panic at noon considered the day outside from the corners of my eyes. There it lay, a deserted corridor of hours, colored like the upper side of my tongue on a dim morn. Even God must be bored with days like this in northern lands. I could not resist thinking of Sicily, where any Sunday is a fete in regalia, a celebratory fireworks parade as springtime flocks of chickens and humans strut and pringle the warm pancake-batter alleys, waving their combs, their hands, their feet, tilting their sun-blazed eyes, while music in free gifts leaps or is thrown from each never-shut window.
But Dublin! Dublin! Ah, you great dead brute of a city! I thought, peering from the hotel lobby window at the rained-on, sooted-over corpse. Here are two coins for your eyes!
Then I opened the door and stepped out into all of that criminal Sunday which awaited only me.
I shut another door in The Four Provinces. I stood in the deep silence of this Sabbath pub. I moved noiselessly to whisper for the best drink and stood a long while nursing my soul. Nearby, an old man was similarly engaged in finding the pattern of his life in the depths of his glass. Ten minutes must have passed when, very slowly, the old man raised his head to stare deep beyond the fly specks on the mirror, beyond me, beyond himself.
‘What have I done,’ he mourned, ‘for a single mortal soul this day? Nothing! And that’s why I feel so terrible destroyed.’
I waited.
‘The older I get,’ said the man, ‘the less I do for people. The less I do, the more I feel a prisoner at the bar. Smash and grab, that’s me!’
‘Well—’ I said.
‘No!’ cried the old man. ‘It’s an awesome responsibility when the world runs to hand you things. For an instance: sunsets. Everything pink and gold, looking like those melons they ship up from Spain. That’s a gift, ain’t it?’
‘It is.’
‘Well, who do you thank for sunsets? And don’t drag the Lord in the bar, now! Any remarks to Him are too quiet. I mean someone to grab and slap their back and say thanks for the fine early light this morn, boyo, or much obliged for the look of them damn wee flowers by the road this day, and the grass laying about in the wind. Those are gifts too, who’ll deny it?’
‘Not me,’ I said.
‘Have you ever waked middle of the night and felt summer coming on for the first time, through the window, after the long cold? Did you shake your wife and tell her your gratitude? No, you lay there, a clod, chortling to yourself alone, you and the new weather! Do you see the pattern I’m at, now?’
‘Clearly,’ I said.
‘Then ain’t you horribly guilty yourself? Don’t the burden make you hunchback? All the lovely things you got from life, and no penny down? Ain’t they hid in your dark flesh somewhere, lighting up your soul, them fine summers and easy falls, or maybe just the clean taste of stout here, all gifts, and you feeling the fool to go thank any mortal man for your fortune. What befalls chaps like us, I ask, who coin up all their gratitude for a lifetime and spend none of it, misers that we be? One day, don’t we crack down the beam and show the dry rot?’
‘I never thought—’
‘Think, man!’ he cried. ‘You’re American, ain’t you, and young? Got the same natural gifts as me? But for lack of humbly thanking someone somewhere somehow, you’re getting round in the shoulder and short in the breath. Act, man, before you’re the walking dead!’
With this he lapsed quietly into the final half of his reverie, with the Guinness lapping a soft lace mustache slowly along his upper lip.
I stepped from the pub into the Sunday weather.
I stood looking at the gray-stone streets and the gray-stone clouds, watching the frozen people trudge by exhaling gray funeral plumes from their wintry mouths.
Days like this, I thought, all the things you never did catch up with you, unravel your laces, itch your beard. God help any man who hasn’t paid his debts this day.
Drearily, I turned like a weathercock in a slow wind. I stood very still. I listened.
For it seemed the wind had shifted and now blew from the west country and brought with it a prickling and tingling: the strum of a harp.
‘Well,’ I whispered.
As if a cork had been pulled, all the heavy gray sea waters vanished roaring down a hole in my shoe; I felt my sadness go.
And around the corner I went.
And there sat a little woman, not half as big as her harp, her hands held out in the shivering strings like a child feeling a fine clear rain.
The harp threads flurried; the sounds dissolved like shudders of disturbed water nudging a shore. ‘Danny Boy’ leaped out of the harp. ‘Wearin’ of the Green’ sprang after, full-clothed. Then ‘Limerick Is My Town, Sean Liam Is My Name’ and ‘The Loudest Wake That Ever Was.’ The harp sound was the kind of thing you feel when champagne, poured in a full big glass, prickles your eyelids, sprays soft on your brow.
Spanish oranges bloomed in my cheeks. My breath fifed my nostrils. My feet minced, hidden, a secret dancing in my motionless shoes.
The harp played ‘Yankee Doodle.’
And then I turned sad again.
For look, I thought, she doesn’t see her harp. She doesn’t hear her music!
True. Her hands, all alone, jumped and frolicked on the air, picked and pringled the strings, two ancient spiders busy at webs quickly built, then, torn by wind, rebuilt. She let her fingers play abandoned, to themselves, while her face turned this way and that, as if she lived in a nearby house and need only glance out on occasion to see her hands had come to no harm.
‘Ah …’ My soul sighed in me.
Here’s your chance! I almost shouted. Good God, of course!
But I held to myself and let her reap out the last full falling sheaves of ‘Yankee Doodle.’
Then, heartbeat in throat, I said:
‘You play beautifully.’
Thirty pounds melted from my body.
The woman nodded and began ‘Summer on the Shore,’ her fingers weaving mantillas from mere breath.
‘You play very beautifully indeed,’ I said.
Another twenty pounds fell from my limbs.
‘When you play forty years,’ she said, ‘you don’t notice.’
‘You play well enough to be in a theater.’
‘Be off with you!’ Two sparrows pecked in the shuttling loom. ‘Why should I think of orchestras and bands?’
‘It’s indoors work,’ I said.
‘My father,’ she said, while her hands went away and returned, ‘made this harp, played it fine, taught me how. God’s sake, he said, keep out from under roofs!’
The old woman blinked, remembering. ‘Play out back, in front, around the sides of theaters, Da said, but don’t play in where the music gets snuffed. Might as well harp in a coffin!’
‘Doesn’t this rain hurt your instrument?’
‘It’s inside places hurt harps with heat and steam, Da said. Keep it out, let it breathe, take on fine tones and timbres from the air. Besides, Da said, when people buy tickets, each thinks it’s in him to yell if you don’t play up, down, sideways, for him alone. Shy off from that, Da said; they’ll call you handsome one year, brute the next. Get where they’ll pass on by; if they like your song – hurrah! Those that don’t will run from your life. That way, girl, you’ll meet just those who lean from natural bent in your direction. Why closet yourself with demon fiends when you can live in the streets’ fresh wind with abiding angels? But I do go on. Ah, now, why?’
She peered at me for the first time, like someone come from a dark room, squinting.
‘Who are you?’ she asked. ‘You set my tongue loose! What’re you up to?’
‘Up to no good until a minute ago when I came around this corner,’ I said. ‘Ready to knock over Nelson’s pillar. Ready to pick a theater queue and brawl along it, half weeping and half blasphemous …’
‘I don’t see you doing it.’ Her hands wove out another yard of song. ‘What changed your mind?’
‘You,’ I said.
I might have fired a cannon in her face.
‘Me?’ she said.
‘You picked the day up off the stones, gave it a whack, set it running with a yell again.’
‘Idid that?’
For the first time, I heard a few notes missing from the tune.
‘Or, if you like, those hands of yours that go about their work without your knowing.’
‘The clothes must be washed, so you wash them.’
I felt the iron weights gather in my limbs.
‘Don’t!’ I said. ‘Why should we, coming by, be happy with this thing, and not you?’
She cocked her head; her hands moved slower still.
‘And why should you bother with the likes ofme?’
I stood before her, and could I tell what the man told me in the lulling quiet of The Four Provinces? Could I mention the hill of beauty that had risen to fill my soul through a lifetime, and myself with a toy sand-shovel doling it back to the world in dribs and drabs? Should I list all my debts to people on stages and silver screens who made me laugh or cry or just come alive, but no one in the dark theater to turn to and dare shout, ‘If you ever need help, I’m your friend!’ Should I recall for her the man on a bus ten years before who chuckled so easy and light from the last seat that the sound of him melted everyone else to laughing warm and rollicking off out the doors, but with no one brave enough to pause and touch the man’s arm and say, ‘Oh, man, you’ve favored us this night; Lord bless you!’ Could I tell how she was just one part of a great account long owed and due? No, none of this could I tell.
‘Imagine something.’
‘I’m ready,’ she said.
‘Imagine you’re an American writer, looking for material, far from home, wife, children, friends, in a cheerless hotel, on a bad gray day with naught but broken glass, chewed tobacco, and sooty snow in your soul. Imagine you’re walking in the damned cold streets and turn a corner, and there’s this little woman with a golden harp and everything she plays is another season – autumn, spring, summer – coming, going in a free-for-all. And the ice melts, the fog lifts, the wind burns with June, and ten years shuck off your life. Imagine, if you please.’
She stopped her tune.
She was shocked at the sudden silence.
‘Youaredaft,’ she said.
‘Imagine you’re me,’ I said. ‘Going back to my hotel now. And on my way I’d like to hear anything, anything at all. Play. And when you play, walk off around the corner and listen.’
She put her hands to the strings and paused, working her mouth. I waited. At last she sighed, she moaned. Then suddenly she cried:
‘Go on!’
‘What …?’
‘You’ve made me all thumbs! Look! You’ve spoilt it!’
‘I just wanted to thank—’
‘Me behind!’ she cried. ‘What a clod, what a brute! Mind your business! Do your work! Let be, man! Ah, these poor fingers, ruint, ruint!’
She stared at them and at me with a terrible glaring fixity.
‘Get!’ she shouted.
I ran around the corner in despair.
There! I thought, you’ve done it! By thanks destroyed, that’s her story. Fool, why didn’t you keep your mouth shut?
I sank, I leaned, against a building. A minute must have ticked by.
Please, woman, I thought, come on. Play. Not for me. Play for yourself. Forget what I said!Please.
I heard a few faint, tentative harp whispers.
Another pause.
Then, when the wind blew again, it brought the sound of her very slow playing.
The song itself was an old one, and I knew the words. I said them to myself.
Tread lightly to the music,
 
Nor bruise the tender grass,
 
Life passes in the weather
 
As the sand storms down the glass.
Yes, I thought, go on.
Drift easy in the shadows,
 
Bask lazy in the sun,
 
Give thanks for thirsts and quenches,
 
For dines and wines and wenches.
 
Give thought to life soon over,
 
Tread softly on the clover,
 
So bruise not any lover.
So exit from the living,
 
Salute and make thanksgiving,
 
Then sleep when all is done,
 
That sleep so dearly won.
Why, I thought, how wise the old woman is,
Tread lightly to the music.
And I’d almost squashed her with praise.
So bruise not any lover.
And she was covered with bruises from my kind thoughtlessness.
But now, with a song that taught more than I could say, she was soothing herself.
I waited until she was well into the third chorus before I walked by again, tipping my hat.
But her eyes were shut and she was listening to what her hands were up to, moving in the strings like the fresh hands of a very young girl who has first known rain and washes her palms in its clear waterfalls.
She had gone through caring not at all, and then caring too much, and was now busy caring just the right way.
The corners of her mouth were pinned up, gently.
A close call, I thought. Very close.
I left them like two friends met in the street, the harp and herself.
I ran for the hotel to thank her the only way I knew how: to do my own work and do it well.
But on the way I stopped at The Four Provinces.
The music was still being treaded lightly and the clover was still being treaded softly, and no lover at all was being bruised as I let the pub door hush and looked all around for the man whose hand I most wanted to shake.
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The Gift
 
 
Tomorrow would be Christmas, and even while the three of them rode to the rocket port the mother and father were worried. It was the boy's first flight into space, his very first time in a rocket, and they wanted everything to be perfect. So when, at the custom's table, they were forced to leave behind his gift which exceeded the weight limit by no more than a few ounces and the little tree with the lovely white candles, they felt themselves deprived of the season and their love.
    The boy was waiting for them in the Terminal room. Walking toward him, after their unsuccessful clash with the Interplanetary officials, the mother and father whispered to each other.
    "What shall we do?"
    "Nothing, nothing. Whatcanwe do?"
    "Silly rules!"
    "And he so wanted the tree!"
    The siren gave a great howl and people pressed forward into the Mars Rocket. The mother and father walked at the very last, their small pale son between them, silent.
    "I'll think of something," said the father.
    "What . . . ?" asked the boy.
    And the rocket took off and they were flung headlong into dark space.
    The rocket moved and left fire behind and left Earth behind on which the date was December 24, 2052, heading out into a place where there was no time at all, no month, no year, no hour. They slept away the rest of the first "day." Near midnight, by their Earth-time New York watches, the boy awoke and said, "I want to go look out the porthole."
    There was only one port, a "window" of immensely thick glass of some size, up on the next deck.
    "Not quite yet," said the father. "I'll take you up later."
    "I want to see where we are and where we're going."
    "I want you to wait for a reason," said the father.
    He had been lying awake, turning this way and that, thinking of the abandoned gift, the problem of the season, the lost tree and the white candles. And at last, sitting up, no more than five minutes ago, he believed he had found a plan. He need only carry it out and this journey would be fine and joyous indeed.
    "Son," he said, "in exactly one half hour it will be Christmas."
    "Oh," said the mother, dismayed that he had mentioned it. Somehow she had rather hoped that the boy would forget.
    The boy's face grew feverish and his lips trembled. "I know, I know. Will I get a present, will I? Will I have a tree? You promised — "
    "Yes, yes, all that, and more," said the father.
    The mother started. "But — "
    "I mean it," said the father. "I really mean it. All and more, much more. Excuse me, now. I'll be back."
    He left them for about twenty minutes. When he came back he was smiling. "Almost time."
    "Can I hold your watch?" asked the boy, and the watch was handed over and he held it ticking in his fingers as the rest of the hour drifted by in fire and silence and unfelt motion.
    "It's Christmasnow!Christmas! Where's my present?"
    "Here we go," said the father and took his boy by the shoulder and led him from the room, down the hall, up a rampway, his wife following.
    "I don't understand," she kept saying.
    "You will. Here we are," said the father.
    They had stopped at the closed door of a large cabin. The father tapped three times and then twice in a code. The door opened and the light in the cabin went out and there was a whisper of voices.
    "Go on in, son," said the father.
    "It's dark."
    "I'll hold your hand. Come on, Mama."
    They stepped into the room and the door shut, and the room was very dark indeed. And before them loomed a great glass eye, the porthole, a window four feet high andsixfeet wide, from which they could look out into space.
    The boy gasped.
    Behind him, the father and the mother gasped with him, and then in the dark room some people began to sing.
    "Merry Christmas, son," said the father.
    And the voices in the room sang the old, the familiar carols, and the boy moved forward slowly until his face was pressed against the cool glass of the port. And he stood there for a long long time, just looking and looking out into space and the deep night «t the burning and the burning of ten billion billion white and lovely candles. . . .
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Grand Theft
Emily Wilkes had her eyes pried open by a peculiar sound at three o'clock in the deep morning, with no moon, and only the stars as witness.
"Rose?" she said.
Her sister, in a separate bed not three feet away, already had her eyes wide, so was not surprised.
"Youhearit?" she said, spoiling everything.
"I was going to tellyou," said Emily. "Since you already seem to know, there's no use—"
She stopped and sat up in bed, as did Rose, both pulled by invisible wires. They sat there, two ancient sisters, one eighty, the other eighty-one, both bone-thin and bundles of nerves because they were staring at the ceiling.
Emily Wilkes nodded her head up. "Thatwhat you heard?"
"Mice in the attic?"
"Sounds bigger'n that. Rats."
"Yes, but it sounds like they're wearing boots and carrying bags."
That did it. Out of bed, they grabbed their wrappers and went downstairs as fast as arthritis would allow. No one wanted to stay underneath whoever wore those boots.
Below they grabbed the banister and stared up, whispering.
"What would anyone do in our atticthistime of night?"
"Burgling all our old junk?"
"You don't think they'll come down andattackus?"
"What, two old fools, with skinny backsides?"
"Thank God, the trapdoor only works one way, and is locked beneath."
They began to edge step by step back up toward the hidden sounds.
"Iknow!" said Rose, suddenly. "In the Chicago papers last week: they're stealingantique furniture!"
"Pshaw! We're the only antiques here!"
"Still, there's some up there. A Morris chair, that's old. Some dining room chairs, older, and a cut crystal chandelier."
"From the dime store, 1914. So ugly we couldn't put it out with the trash. Listen."
It was quieter above. On the top floor, they gazed at the ceiling trapdoor and cocked their ears.
"Someone's opening my trunk." Emily clapped her hands to her mouth. "Hear that? The hinges need oiling."
"Why would they open your trunk? Nothing is there."
"Maybesomething … "
Above, in the dark, the trunk lid fell.
"Fool!" whispered Emily.
Someone tiptoed across the attic floor, careful after being clumsy.
"There's a window up there, they're climbing out!"
The two sisters ran to their own bedroom window.
"Unlock the screen, poke your head out!" cried Rose.
"And let themseeme? No, ma'am!"
They waited and heard a scraping noise and a clatter as something fell on the driveway below.
Gasping, they shoved the screen out to peer down and see a long ladder being toted along the driveway by two shadows. One of the shadows grasped a small white packet in his free hand.
"They stole something!" hissed Emily. "Come!"
Downstairs, they threw the front door wide to see two sets of footprints on the lawn in the dew. A truck, at the curb, pulled away.
Running out, both ladies shaded their eyes to read the vanishing license plate.
"Damnation!" cried Emily. "Did yousee?"
"A seven and nine, is all. Do we call the police?"
"Not till we know what'sgone.Shake a leg."
By flashlight on the attic stairs they unlocked the trapdoor and climbed up into darkness.
Emily swept the attic room with the flash as they stumbled through old suitcases, a child's bike, and that truly ugly chandelier.
"Nothing's gone," said Rose. "Odd-peculiar."
"Maybe. Here's the trunk. Grab on."
As they lifted, the lid sprang back with an exhalation of dust and ancient scent.
"My God, rememberthat? Ben Hur perfume, 1925, came out with the movie!"
"Hush," said Emily. "Oh, hush!"
She poked the flashlight into an empty place in the middle of an old party dress: a sort of crushed pocket, two inches deep, four inches wide, and eight inches long.
"Dear God in heaven!" cried Emily. "They're gone!"
"Gone?"
"My love letters! From 1919 and 1920 and 1921! Wrapped in a pink ribbon, thirty of them. Gone!"
Emily stared down at the coffin-shaped emptiness in the middle of the old party dress. "Why would anyone steal love letters written so far back by someone probably dead to someone, me, good as dead?"
"Emily Bernice!" exclaimed Rose. "Where you been lately? You ever see those TV matinees make you want your mouth washed out with soap? How about the gossip columns in the town gazette? You ever look at the crazy ladies' magazines at the beauty parlor?"
"I trynotto."
"Next time, look! All those folks got up on the dark side of the bed. Our phone'll ring tomorrow. Whoever stole your letters'll want cash to hand them back, or edit them for some crazed women's book club, or for advice in a lovelorn column. Blackmail. What else? Publicity! Come on!"
"Don't call the police! Oh, Rose, I won't wash my underwear for them or anyone! Is there any grape wine left in the pantry? Rose, move! It's the end of the world!"
Going down, they almost fell.
 
The next day every time a special-delivery mail truck ran by, Emily would part the parlor curtains and wait for it to stop. It never did.
The day after, when a TV repair van slowed to seek an address, Emily stepped out to fend off any ill-mannered reporters who might nose in. They never nosed.
On the third day, when intuition said there had been time enough for theGreen Town Gazetteto save up its spit and let fly, the spit was not saved or flown.
But ...
On the fourth day a single letter fell in her mailbox with no mailman in sight. Emily's name on the letter seemed written in lemon juice and scorched to raise the calligraphy.
"Look," Emily whispered, "Emily BerniceWatriss! And the two-cent stamp is canceled: June fourth, 1921." She held the letter up to X-ray its mystery. "Whoever stole this four nights ago," she gasped, "is sending itbackto me! Why?"
"Open it," said Rose. "The outside is sixty-two years old. What'sinside?"
Emily took a deep breath and slid out the brittle paper with brownish handwriting inafine flourished Palmer penmanship.
"June fourth, 1921," she read. "And the letter says: My dearest dear Emily—"
Emily let a tear drop from one eye.
"Well, goon!" said Rose.
"It's my love letter!"
"I know, I know, but we're two old battle-axes now. Nothing can offend us! Gimme that!"
Rose grabbed and turned the letter toward the light. Her voice faded as her eyes squinted along the fine calligraphy from another year:
"My dearest dear Emily: I know not how to pour out all that is in my heart. I have admired you for so many years and yet, when we have danced or shared picnics at the lake, I have been unable to speak. At home I stare at myself in the mirror and hate my cowardice. But now at last I must speak my tenderest thoughts or go mad beyond salvation. I fear to offend, and this small letter will take many hours to rewrite. Dear, dear Emily, know my affection and willingness to share some part of my life near or with you. If you could look upon me with the smallest kindness, I would be overcome with happiness. I have had to stop myself from touching your hand. And the thought of anything more, the merest kiss, shakes me that I even dare to say these words. My intentions are honorable. If you would permit, I would like to speak to your parents. Until that hour and day, I send you my affections and kindest thoughts for your future life and existence."
Rose's voice sounded clearly with these last words ...
"Signed William Ross Fielding."
Rose glanced at Emily. "William Ross Fielding? Who washe,writing to you and madly in love?"
"Oh, God," Emily Bernice Watriss cried, her eyes blind with tears. "I'll be damned ifIknow!"
 
Day after day the letters arrived, not by mail, but slipped in the box at midnight or dawn to be read aloud by Rose or Emily who took turns wiping their eyes. Day after day the writer from a far year begged Emily's pardon, worried on her future, and signed himself with a flourish and an almost audible sigh, William Ross Fielding.
And each day Emily, eyes shut, said, "Read it again. Ialmostgot a face to match the words!"
By week's end, with six ancient letters stacked and crumbling fast, Emily fell into exhaustion and exclaimed, "Stop! Devil take that sinful blackmailer who won't show his face! Burn it!"
"Not yet," said Rose, arriving with no ancient yellowed note, but a spanking bright new envelope, nameless outside, nameless in.
Emily, back from the dead, snatched it and read:
"I am ashamed for assisting all this trouble which now must stop. You can find your mail at 11 South St. James. Forgive."
And no signature.
"I don't understand," Emily said.
"Easy as pie," said Rose. "Whoever's sending your letters back is making affectionate approaches with someone else's notes from when Coolidge was president!"
"My God, Rose, feel my face: red-hot. Why would someone climb a ladder, rob an attic, and run? Why not stand on our lawn and yell?"
"Because," said Rose, quietly, turning the new letter over, "maybe whoever wrote this is just as shy now as William Ross Fielding was way back where you can't remember. Now what?"
"I wonder … " Emily stared out the window. " … who lives at 11 South St. James."
 
"Here it is."
They stood in front of it late in the day.
11 South St. James.
"Who's there looking out at us this very minute?" said Emily.
"Not the gent who sent you the confession," said Rose. "He just helped carry the ladder but can't carry the guilt. In there now is the mad fool who's been sending your notes. And if we don't move the whole street'll be a beehive. Shake a leg."
They crossed the porch and rang the bell. The front door drifted wide. An old man, well into his late seventies, stood there, astonished.
"Why, Emily Bernice Watriss," he exclaimed. "Hello!"
"What," said Emily Bernice Watriss, "in hell's name are youupto?"
"Right now?" he said. "Tea's ready. Yes?"
They sidled in, perched themselves, ready to run, and watched him pour teakettle water over some orange pekoe leaves.
"Cream or lemon?" he asked.
"Don't cream and lemon me!" Emily said.
"Please."
They took their cups but said nothing and drank none, as he sipped his own and said:
"My friend called to admit he had revealed my address. This whole week has made me incredibly sad."
"How do you thinkIfeel?" Emily exclaimed. "Youarethe one, then, who stole my mail and sent it back?"
"I am that one, yes."
"Well then, make your demands!"
"Demands? No, no! Did you fear blackmail? How stupid of me not to guess you might think so. No, no. Are those the letters there?"
"They are!"
"The letter on the top, the first one, dated June fourth, 1921. Would you mind opening it? Just hold it where I can't read it, and let me speak, yes?"
Emily fumbled the letter out on her lap.
"Well?" she said.
"Just this," he said, and shut his eyes and began to recite in a voice they could hardly hear:
"My dearest dear Emily—"
Emily sucked in her breath.
The old man waited, eyes shut, and then repeated the words signed across the inside of his eyelids:
"My dearest dear Emily. I know not how to address you or pour out all that is in my heart—"
Emily let her breath out.
The old man whispered:
"—I have admired you for so many months and years, and yet when I have seen you, when we have danced or shared picnics with your friends at the lake, I had found myself unable to speak—but now at last I must speak my tenderest thoughts or find myself mad beyond salvation—"
Rose took out her handkerchief and applied it to her nose. Emily took out hers and applied it to her eyes.
His voice was soft and then loud and then soft again:
"—and the thought of anything more than that, the merest kiss, shakes me that I dare to put it in words—"
He finished, whispering:
"—until that hour and day, I send you my affections and kindest thoughts for your future life and existence. Signed William Ross Fielding. Now. Second letter."
Emily opened the second letter and held it where he could not see it.
"Dearest dear one," he said. "You have not answered my first letter which means one or several things: you did not receive it, it was kept from you, or you received, destroyed it, or hid it away. If I have offended you, forgive—Everywhere I go, your name is spoken. Young men speak of you. Young women tell rumors that soon you may travel away by ocean liner … "
"They did that, in those days," said Emily, almost to herself. "Young women, sometimes young men, sent off for a year to forget."
"Even if there was nothingtoforget?" said the old man, reading his own palms spread out on his knees.
"Even that. I have another letter here. Can you tell me what it says?"
She opened it and her eyes grew wet as she read the lines and heard him, head down, speak them quietly, from remembrance.
"Dearest dear, do I dare say it, love of my life? You are leaving tomorrow and will not return until long after Christmas. Your engagement has been announced to someone already in Paris, waiting. I wish you a grand life and a happy one and many children. Forget my name. Forget it? Why, dear girl, you never knew it. Willie or Will? I think you called me that. But there was no last name, really, so nothing to forget. Remember instead my love. Signed W.R.F."
Finished, he sat back and opened his eyes as she folded the letter and placed it with the others in her lap, tears running down her cheeks.
"Why," she asked at last, "did you steal the letters? And use them this way, sixty years later? Who told you where the letters might be? I buried them in that coffin, that trunk, when I sailed to France. I don't think I have looked at them more than once in the past thirty years. Did William Ross Fielding tell you about them?"
"Why, dear girl, haven't you guessed?" said the old man. "My Lord, IamWilliam Ross Fielding."
There was an incredibly long silence.
"Let me look at you." Emily leaned forward as he raised his head into the light.
"No," she said. "I wish I could say. Nothing."
"It's an old man's face now," he said. "No matter. When you sailed around the world one way, I went another. I have lived in many countries and done many things, a bachelor traveling. When I heard that you had no children and that your husband died, many years ago, I drifted back to this, my grandparents' house. It has taken all these years to nerve myself to find and send this best part of my life to you."
The two sisters were very still. You could almost hear their hearts beating. The old man said:
"What now?"
"Why," said Emily Bernice Watriss Wilkes slowly, "every day for the next two weeks, send the rest of the letters. One by one."
He looked at her, steadily.
"And then?" he said.
"Oh, God!" she said. "I don't know. Let's see."
"Yes, yes. Indeed. Let's say good-bye."
Opening the front door he almost touched her hand.
"My dear dearest Emily," he said.
"Yes?" She waited.
"What—" he said.
"Yes?" she said.
"What … " he said, and swallowed. "What … are you … "
She waited.
"Doing tonight?" he finished, quickly.
Annotation




 
The Handler
Mr. Benedictcame out of his little house. He stood on the porch, painfully shy of the sun and inferior to people. A little dog trotted by with clever eyes; so clever that Mr. Benedict could not meet its gaze. A small child peered through the wrought-iron gate around the graveyard, near the church, and Mr. Benedict winced at the pale penetrant curiosity of the child.
    'You're the funeral man,' said the child.
    Cringing within himself, Mr. Benedict did not speak.
    'You own the church?' asked the child, finally.
    'Yes,' said Mr. Benedict.
    'And the funeral place?'
    'Yes,' said Mr. Benedict bewilderedly.
    'And the yards and the stones and the graves?' wondered the child.
    'Yes,' said Mr. Benedict, with some show of pride. And it was true. An amazing thing it was. A stroke of business luck really, that had kept him busy and humming nights over long years. First he had landed the church and the churchyard, with a few green-mossed tombs, when the Baptist people moved up-town. Then he had built himself a fine little mortuary, in Gothic style, of course, and covered it with ivy, and then added a small house for himself, way in back. It was very convenient to die for Mr. Benedict. He handled you in and out of buildings with a minimum of confusion and a maximum of synthetic benediction. No need of a funeral procession! declared his large advertisements in the morning paper. Out of the church and into the earth, slick as a whistle. Nothing but the finest preservatives used!
    The child continued to stare at him and he felt like a candle blown out in the wind. He was so very inferior. Anything that lived or moved made him feel apologetic and melancholy. He was continually agreeing with people, never daring to argue or shout or say no. Whoever you might be, if Mr. Benedict met you on the street he would look up your nostrils or perceive your ears or examine your hairline with his little shy, wild eyes and never look you straight in your eyes and he would hold your hand between his cold ones as if your hand was a precious gift as he said to you:
    'You are definitely, irrevocably, believably correct.'
    But, always, when you talked to him, you felt he never heard a word you said.
    Now, he stood on his porch and said, 'You are a sweet little child,' to the little staring child, in fear that the child might not like him.
    Mr. Benedict walked down the steps and out the gate, without once looking at his little mortuary building. He saved that pleasure for later. It was very important that things took the right precedence. It wouldn't pay to think with joy of the bodies awaiting his talents in the mortuary building. No, it was better to follow his usual day-after-day routine. He would let the conflict begin.
    He knew just where to go to get himself enraged. Half of the day he spent travelling from place to place in the little town, letting the superiority of the living neighbours overwhelm him, letting his own inferiority dissolve him, bathe him in perspiration, tie his heart and brain into trembling knots.
    He spoke with Mr. Rodgers, the druggist, idle, senseless morning talk. And he saved and put away all the little slurs and intonations and insults that Mr. Rodgers sent his way. Mr. Rodgers always had some terrible thing to say about a man in the funeral profession. 'Ha, ha,' laughed Mr. Benedict at the latest joke upon himself, and he wanted to cry with miserable violence. 'There you are, you cold one,' said Mr. Rodgers on this particular morning. 'Cold one,' said Mr. Benedict. 'Ha, ha!'
    Outside the drug-store, Mr. Benedict met up with Mr. Stuyvesant, the contractor. Mr. Stuyvesant looked at his watch to estimate just how much time he dared waste on Benedict before trumping up some appointment. 'Oh, hello, Benedict,' shouted Stuyvesant. 'How's business? I bet you're going at it tooth and nail. Did you get it? I said, I bet you're going at it tooth and — ' 'Yes, yes,' chuckled Mr. Benedict vaguely. 'And how is your business, Mr. Stuyvesant?' 'Say, how do your hands get so cold, Benny old man? That's a cold shake you got there. You just get done embalming a frigid woman? Hey, that's not bad. You heard what I said?' roared Mr. Stuyvesant, pounding him on the back. 'Good, good!' cried Mr. Benedict, with a fleshless smile. 'Good day.'
    On it went, person after person. Mr. Benedict, pummelled on from one to the next, was the lake into which all refuse was thrown. People began with little pebbles and then when Mr. Benedict did not ripple or protest, they heaved a stone, a brick, a boulder. There was no bottom to Mr. Benedict, no splash and no settling. The lake did not answer.
    As the day passed he became more helpless and enraged with them, and he walked from building to building and had more little meetings and conversations and hated himself with a very real, masochistic pleasure. But the thing that kept him going most of all was the thought of the night pleasures to come. So he inflicted himself again and again with these stupid, pompous bullies and bowed to them and held his hands like little biscuits before his stomach, and asked no more than to be sneered at.
    'There you are, meat-chopper,' said Mr. Flinger, the delicatessen man. 'How are all your corned beeves and pickled brains?'
    Things worked to a crescendo of inferiority. With a final kettle-drumming of insult and terrible self-effacement, Mr. Benedict, seeking wildly the correct time from his wrist watch, turned and ran back through the town. He was at his peak, he was all ready now, ready to work, ready to do what must be done, and enjoy himself. The awful part of the day was over, the good part was now to begin! He ran eagerly up the steps to his mortuary.
    The room waited like a fall of snow. There were white hummocks and pale delineations of things recumbent under sheets in the dimness.
    The door burst open.
    Mr. Benedict, framed in a flow of light, stood in the door, head back, one hand upraised in dramatic salute, the other hand upon the door-knob in unnatural rigidity.
    He was the puppet-master come home.
    He stood a long minute in the very centre of his theatre. In his head applause, perhaps, thundered. He did not move, but lowered his head in abject appreciation of this kind, kind applauding audience.
    He carefully removed his coat, hung it up, got himself into a fresh white smock, buttoned the cuffs with professional crispness, then washed his hands together as he looked around at his very good friends.
    It had been a fine week; there were any number of family relics lying under the sheets, and as Mr. Benedict stood before them he felt himself grow and grow and tower and stretch over them.
    'Like Alice!' he cried to himself in surprise. 'Taller, taller. Curiouser and curiouser!' He flexed his hands straight out and up.
    He had never gotten over his initial incredulity when in the room with the dead. He was both delighted and bewildered to discover that here he was master of peoples, here he might do what he wished with men, and they must, by necessity, be polite and co-operative with him. They could not run away. And now, as on other days, he felt himself released and resilient, growing, growing like Alice. 'Oh, so tall, oh, so tall, so very tall. . . until my head. . . bumps. . . the ceiling.'
    He walked about among the sheeted people. He felt the same he did when coming from a picture show late at night, very strong, very alert, very certain of himself. He felt that everyone was watching him as he left a picture show, and that he was very handsome and very correct and brave and all the things that the picture hero was, his voice oh, so resonant, persuasive, and he had the right lilt to his left eyebrow and the right tap with his cane — and sometimes this movie-induced hypnosis lasted all the way home and persisted into sleep. Those were the only two times in his living he felt miraculous and fine, at the picture show, or here — in his own little theatre of the cold.
    He walked along the sleeping rows, noting each name on its white card.
    'Mrs. Walters. Mr. Smith. Miss Brown. Mr. Andrews. Ah, good afternoon, one and all!'
    'How are you today, Mrs. Shellmund?' he wanted to know, lifting a sheet as if looking for a child under a bed. 'You're looking splendid, dear lady.'
    Mrs. Shellmund had never spoken to him in her life; she'd always gone by like a large white statue with roller skates hidden under her skirts, which gave her an elegant gliding, imperturbable rush.
    'My dear Mrs. Shellmund,' he said, pulling up a chair and regarding her through a magnifying-glass. 'Do you realize, my lady, that you have a sebaceous condition of the pores? You were quite waxen in life. Pore trouble. Oil and grease and pimples. A rich, rich diet, Mrs. Shellmund, there was your trouble. Too many frosties and spongie cakes and cream candies. You always prided yourself on your brain, Mrs. Shellmund, and thought I was like a dime under your toe, or a penny, really. But you kept that wonderful priceless brain of yours afloat in parfaits and fizzes and limeades and sodas and were so very superior to me that now, Mrs. Shellmund, here is what shall happen. . .'
    He did a neat operation on her. Cutting the scalp in a circle, he lifted it off, then lifted out the brain. Then he prepared a cake-confectioner's little sugar-bellows and squirted her empty head full of little whipped cream and crystal ribbons, stars and frollops, in pink, white and green, and on top he printed in a fine pink scroll SWEET DREAMS and put the skull back on and sewed it in place and hid the marks with wax and powder. 'So there,' he said, finished.
    He walked on to the next table.
    'Good afternoon, Mr. Wren. Good afternoon. And how is the master of the racial hatreds today, Mr. Wren? Pure, white, laundered Mr. Wren. Clean as snow, white as linen, Mr. Wren you are. The man who hated Jews and negroes. Minorities, Mr. Wren, minorities.' He pulled back the sheet. Mr. Wren stared up with glassy cold eyes. 'Mr. Wren, look upon a member of a minority. Myself. The minority of inferiors, those who speak not above a whisper, those afraid of talking aloud, those frightened little nonentities, mice. Do you know what I am going to do with you, Mr. Wren? First, let us draw your blood from you, intolerant friend.' The blood was drawn off 'Now — the injection of, you might say, embalming fluid.'
    Mr. Wren, snow-white, linen-pure, lay with the fluid going in him.
    Mr. Benedict laughed.
    Mr. Wren turned black; black as dirt, black as night.
    The embalming fluid was — ink.
    'And hello toyou, Edmund Worth!'
    What a handsome body Worth had. Powerful, with muscles pinned from huge bone to huge bone, and a chest like a boulder. Women had grown speechless when he walked by, men had stared with envy and hoped they might borrow that body some night and ride home in it to the wife and give her a nice surprise. But Worth's body had always been his own, and he had applied it to those tasks and pleasures which made him a conversational topic among all people who enjoyed sin.
    'And now, here you are,' said Mr. Benedict, looking down at the fine body with pleasure. For a moment he was lost in memory of his own body in his own past.
    He had once tried strangling himself with one of those apparatuses you nail in a doorway and chuck under your jawbone and pull yourself up on, hoping to add an inch to his ridiculously short frame. To counteract his deadly pale skin he had lain in the sun, but he boiled and his skin fell off in pink leaflets, leaving only more pink, moist, sensitive skin. And what could he do about the eyes from which his mind peered, those close-set, glassy little eyes and the tiny wounded mouth? You can repaint houses, burn trash, move from the slum, shoot your mother, buy new clothes, get a car, make money, change all those outer environmentals for something new. But what's the brain to do when caught like cheese in the throat of a mouse? His own environment thus betrayed him; his own skin, body, colour, voice gave him no chance to extend out into that vast bright world where people tickled ladies' chins and kissed their mouths and shook hands with friends and traded aromatic cigars.
    Thinking in this fashion, Mr. Benedict stood over the magnificent body of Edmund Worth.
    He severed Worth's head, put it in a coffin on a small satin pillow, facing up, then he placed one hundred and ninety pounds of bricks in the coffin and arranged some pillows inside a black coat and a white shirt and tie to look like the upper body, and covered the whole with a blanket of blue velvet, up to the chin. It was a fine illusion.
    The body itself he placed in a refrigerating vault.
    'When I die, I shall leave specific orders, Mr. Worth, that my head be severed and buried, joined to your body. By that time I shall have acquired an assistant willing to perform such a rascally act, for money. If one cannot have a body worthy of love in life, one can at least gain such a body in death. Thank you.'
    He slammed the lid on Edmund Worth.
    Since it was a growing and popular habit in the town for people to be buried with the coffin lids closed over them during the service, this gave Mr. Benedict great opportunities to vent his repressions on his hapless guests. Some he locked in their boxes upside down, some face down, or making obscene gestures. He had the most utterly wondrous fun with a group of old maiden ladies who were mashed in a car on their way to an afternoon tea. They were famous gossips, always with heads together over some choice bit. What the onlookers at the triple funeral did not know (all three casket lids were shut) was that, as in life, all three were crowded into one casket, heads together in eternal, cold, petrified gossip. The other two caskets were filled with pebbles and shells and ravels of gingham. It was a nice service. Everybody cried. 'Those three inseparables, at last separated,' everybody sobbed.
    'Yes,' said Mr. Benedict, having to hide his face in his grief.
    Not lacking for a sense of justice, Mr. Benedict buried one rich man stark naked. A poor man he buried wound in gold cloth, with five-dollar gold pieces for buttons and twenty-dollar coins on each eyelid. A lawyer he did not bury at all, but burnt him in the incinerator — his coffin contained nothing but a polecat, trapped in the woods one Sunday.
    An old maid, at her service one afternoon, was the victim of a terrible device. Under the silken comforter, parts of an old man had been buried with her. There she lay, insulted by cold organs, being made cold love to by hidden hands, hidden and planted other things. The shock showed on her face, somewhat.
    So Mr. Benedict moved from body to body in his mortuary that afternoon, talking to all the sheeted figures, telling them his every secret. The final body for the day was the body of one Merriwell Blythe, an ancient man afflicted with spells and comas. Mr. Blythe had been brought in for dead several times, but each time had revived in time to prevent premature burial.
    Mr. Benedict pulled back the sheet from Mr. Blythe's face.
    Mr. Merriwell Blythe fluttered his eyes.
    'Ah!' and Mr. Benedict let fall the sheet.
    'You!' screamed the voice under the sheet.
    Mr. Benedict fell against the slab, suddenly shaken and sick.
    'Get me up from here!' cried the voice of Mr. Merriwell Blythe.
    'You're alive!' said Mr. Benedict, jerking aside the sheet.
    'Oh, the thing's I've heard, the things I've listened to the last hour!' wailed the old man on the slab, rolling his eyes about in his head in white orbits. 'Lying here, not able to move, and hearing you talk the things you talk! Oh, you dark, dark thing, you awful thing, you fiend, you monster, get me up from here. I'll tell the mayor and the council and everyone, oh, you dark, dark thing! You defiler and sadist, you perverted scoundrel, you terrible man, wait'll I tell, I tell on you!' shrieked the old man, frothing. 'Get me up from here!' 'No!' said Mr. Benedict, falling to his knees, 'Oh, you terrible man!' sobbed Mr. Merriwell Blythe. 'To think this has gone on in our town all these years and we never knew the things you did to people! Oh, you monstrous monster!' 'No,' whispered Mr. Benedict, trying to get up, falling down, palsied and in terror. 'The things yousaid,' accused the old man in dry contempt. 'The things you do!' 'Sorry,' whispered Mr. Benedict.
    The old man tried to rise. 'Don't!' said Mr. Benedict, and held on to him. 'Let go of me!' said the old man. 'No,' said Mr. Benedict. He reached for a hypodermic and stabbed the old man in the arm with it. 'You!' cried the old man, wildly, to all the sheeted figures. 'Help me!' He squinted blindly at the window, at the churchyard below with the leaning stones. 'You, out there, too, under the stones, help! Listen!' The old man fell back, whistling and frothing. He knew he was dying. 'All, listen,' he babbled. 'He's done this to me, and you, and you, all of you, he's done too much, too long. Don't take it! Don't, don't let him do any more to anyone!' The old man licked away the stuff from his lips, growing weaker. 'Do something to him!'
    Mr. Benedict stood there, shocked, and said, 'They can't do anything to me. They can't. I say they can't.'
    'Out of your graves!' wheezed the old man. 'Help me! Tonight, or tomorrow or soon, but jump up and fix him, oh, this horrible man!' And he wept many tears.
    'How foolish,' said Mr. Benedict numbly. 'You're dying and foolish.' Mr. Benedict could not move his lips. His eyes were wide. 'Go on and die, now, quickly.'
    'Everybody up!' shouted the old man. 'Everybody out! Help!'
    'Please don't talk any more,' said Mr. Benedict. 'I really don't like to listen.'
    The room was suddenly very dark. It was night. It was getting late. The old man raved on and on, getting weaker. Finally, smiling, he said, 'They've taken a lot from you, horrible man. Tonight, they'll do something.'
    The old man died.
    People say there was an explosion that night in the graveyard. Or rather, a series of explosions, a smell of strange things, a movement, a violence, a raving. There was much light and lightning, and a kind of rain, and the church bells hammered and slung about in the belfry, and stones toppled, and things swore oaths, and things flew through the air, and there was a chasing and a screaming, and many shadows and all the lights in the mortuary blazing on, and things moving inside and outside in swift jerks and shamblings, windows broke, doors were torn from hinges, leaves from trees, iron gates clattered, and in the end there was a picture of Mr. Benedict running about, running about, vanishing, the lights out, suddenly, and a tortured scream that could only be from Mr. Benedict himself.
    After that — nothing. Quiet.
    The town people entered the mortuary the next morning. They searched the mortuary building and the church, and then they went out into the graveyard.
    And they found nothing but blood, a vast quantity of blood, sprinkled and thrown and spread everywhere you could possibly look, as if the heavens had bled profusely in the night.
    But not a sign of Mr. Benedict.
    'Where could he be?' everybody wondered.
    'How shouldweknow?' everybody replied, confounded.
    And then they had the answer.
    Walking through the graveyard they stood in deep tree shadows where the stones, row on row, were old and time-erased and leaning. No birds sang in the trees. The sunlight which finally managed to pierce the thick leaves, was like a light bulb illumination, weak, frail, unbelievable, theatrical, thin.
    They stopped by one tombstone. 'Here, now!' they exclaimed.
    Others paused and bent over the greyish, moss-flecked stone, and cried out.
    Freshly scratched, as if by feebly, frantic, hasty fingers (in fact, as if scratched by fingernails, the writing was that new) was the name:MR. BENEDICT.
    'Look over here!' someone else cried. Everybody turned. 'This one, this stone, and this one, and this one, too!' cried the villager, pointing to five other gravestones.
    Everybody hurried around, looking and recoiling.
    Upon each and every stone, scratched by fingernail scratchings, the same message appeared:
    MR. BENEDICT —
    The town people were stunned.
    'But that's impossible,' objected one of them, faintly. 'Hecouldn'tbe buried underallthese gravestones!'
    They stood there for one long moment. Instinctively they all looked at one another nervously in the silence and the tree darkness. They all waited for an answer. With fumbling, senseless lips, one of them replied, simply:
    'Couldn'the?'
Annotation




THE HAUNTING OF THE NEW
I hadn't been in Dublin for years. I'd been round the world—everywhere but Ireland—but now within the hour of my arrival the Royal Hibernian Hotel phone rang and on the phone: Nora herself, God Bless!
"Charles? Charlie? Chuck? Are you rich at last? And do rich writers buy fabulous estates?"
"Nora!" I laughed. "Don't you ever say hello?"
"Life's too short for hellos, and now there's no time for decent good-byes.Couldyou buy Grynwood?"
"Nora, Nora, your family house, two hundred rich years old? What would happen to wild Irish social life, the parties, drinks, gossip? You can't throw it all away!"
"Can and shall. Oh, I've trunks of money waiting out in the rain this moment. But, Charlie, Charles, I'malonein the house. The servants have fled to help the Aga. Now on this final night, Chuck, I need a writer-man to see the Ghost. Does your skin prickle? Come. I've mysteries and a home to give away. Charlie, oh, Chuck, oh, Charles."
Click.  Silence.
Ten minutes later I roared round the snake-road through the green hills toward the blue lake and the lush grass meadows of the hidden and fabulous house called Grynwood.
I laughed again. Dear Nora! For all her gab, a party was probably on the tracks this moment, lurched toward wondrous destruction. Bertie might fly from London, Nick from Paris, Alicia would surely motor up from Galway. Some film director, cabled within the hour, would parachute or helicopter down, a rather seedy manna in dark glasses. Marion would show with his Pekingese dog troupe, which always got drunker, and sicker, than he.
I gunned my hilarity as I gunned the motor.
You'll be beautifully mellow by eight o'clock, I thought, stunned to sleep by concussions of bodies before midnight, drowse till noon, then even more nicely potted by Sunday high tea. And somewhere in between, the rare game of musical beds with Irish and French contesses, ladies, and plain field-beast art majors crated in from the Sorbonne, some with chewable mustaches, some not, and Monday ten million years off. Tuesday, I would motor oh so carefully back to Dublin, nursing my body like a great impacted wisdom tooth, gone much too wise with women, pain-flashing with memory.
Trembling, I remembered the first time I had drummed out to Nora's, when I was twenty-one.
A mad old Duchess with flour-talcummed cheeks, and the teeth of a barracuda had wrestled me and a sports car down this road fifteen years ago, braying into the fast weather:
"You shall love Nora's menagerie zoo and horticultural garden! Her friends are beasts and keepers, tigers and pussies, rhododendrons and flytraps. Her streams run cold fish, hot trout. Hers is a great greenhouse where brutes grow outsize, force-fed by unnatural airs, enter Nora's on Friday with clean linen, sog out with the wet-wash-soiled bedclothes Monday, feeling as if you had meantime inspired, painted, and lived through all Bosch's Temptations, Hells, Judgments, and Dooms! Live at Nora's and you reside in a great warm giant's cheek, deliriously gummed and morseled hourly. You will pass, like victuals, through her mansion. When it has crushed forth your last sweet-sour sauce and dismarrowed your youth-candied bones, you will be discarded in a cold iron-country train station lonely with rain."
"I'm coated with enzymes?" I cried above the engine roar. "No house can break down my elements, or take nourishment from my Original Sin."
"Fool!" laughed the Duchess. "We shall see most of your skeleton by sunrise Sunday!"
I came out of memory as I came out of the woods at a fine popping glide and slowed because the very friction of beauty stayed the heart, the mind, the blood, and therefore the foot upon the throttle.
There under a blue-lake sky by a blue-sky lake lay Nora's own dear place, the grand house called Grynwood. It nestled in the roundest hills by the tallest trees in the deepest forest in all Eire. It had towers built a thousand years ago by unremembered peoples and unsung architects for reasons never to be guessed. Its gardens had first flowered five hundred years back and there were outbuildings scattered from a creative explosion two hundred years gone amongst old tomb yards and crypts. Here was a convent hall become a horse barn of the landed gentry, there were new wings built on ninety years ago. Out around the lake was a hunting-lodge ruin where wild horses might plunge through minted shadow to sink away in greenwater grasses by yet further cold ponds and single graves of daughters whose sins were so rank they were driven forth even in death to the wilderness, sunk traceless in the gloom.
As if in bright welcome, the sun flashed vast tintinnabulations from scores of house windows. Blinded, I clenched the car to a halt. Eyes shut, I licked my lips.
I remembered my first night at Grynwood.
Nora herself opening the front door. Standing stark naked, she announced:
"You're too late. It's all over!"
"Nonsense. Hold this, boy, and this."
Whereupon the Duchess, in three nimble moves, peeled herself raw as a blanched oyster in the wintry doorway.
I stood aghast, gripping her clothes.
"Come in, boy, you'll catch your death." And the bare Duchess walked serenely away among the well-dressed people.
"Beaten at my own game," cried Nora. "Now, to compete, I must put my clothes back on. And I wassohoping to shock you."
"Never fear." I said. "You have."
"Come help me dress."
In the alcove, we waded among her clothes, which lay in misshapen pools of musky scent upon a parqueted floor.
"Hold the panties while I slip into them. You're Charles, aren't you?"
"How do you do." I flushed, then burst into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. "Forgive me," I said at last, snapping her bra in back, "it's just here it is early evening, and I'm putting youintoyour clothes. I—"
A door slammed somewhere. I glanced around for the Duchess.
"Gone," I murmured. "The house has devoured her, already."
True. I didn't see the Duchess again until the rainy Tuesday morn she had predicted. By then she had forgotten my name,myface, and the soul behind my face.
"My God," I said, "What's that, andthat?"
Still dressing Nora, we had arrived at the library door. Inside, like a bright mirror-maze, the weekend guests turned.
"That," Nora pointed, "is the Manhattan Civic Ballet flown over on ice by jet stream. To the left, the Hamburg Dancers, flown the opposite way. Divine casting. Enemy ballet mobs unable, because of language, to express their scorn and vitriol. They must pantomime their cat-fight. Stand aside, Charlie. What was Valkyrie must become Rhine Maiden. And those boysareRhine Maidens. Guard your flank!"
Nora was right.
The battle was joined.
The tiger lilies leapt at each other, jabbering in tongues. Then, frustrated, they fell away, flushed. With a bombardment of slammed doors, the enemies plunged off to scores of rooms. What was horror became horrible friendship and what was friendship became steamroom oven-bastings of unabashed and, thank God, hidden affection.
After that it was one grand crystal-chandelier avalanche of writer-artist-choreographer-poets down the swift-sloped weekend.
Somewhere I was caught and swept in the heaped pummel of flesh headed straight for a collision with the maiden-aunt reality of Monday noon.
Now, many lost parties, many lost years later, here I stood.
And there stood Grynwood manse, very still.
No music played. No cars arrived.
Hello, I thought. A new statue seated by the shore. Hello again. Not a statue …
But Nora herself seated alone, legs drawn under her dress, face pale, staring at Grynwood as if I had not arrived, was nowhere in sight.
"Nora … ?" But her gaze was so steadily fixed to the house wings, its mossy roofs and windows full of empty sky, I turned to stare at it myself.
Somethingwaswrong. Had the house sunk two feet into the earth? Or had the earth sunk all about, leaving it stranded forlorn in the high chill air?
Had earthquakes shaken the windows atilt so they mirrored intruders with distorted gleams and glares?
The front door of Grynwood stood wide open. From this door, the house breathed out upon me.
Subtle. Like waking by night to feel the push of warm air from your wife's nostrils, but suddenly terrified, for the scent of her breath has changed, she smells of someone else! You want to seize her awake, cry her name. Whoisshe, how, what? But heart thudding, you lie sleepless by some stranger in bed.
I walked. I sensed my image caught in a thousand windows moving across the grass to stand over a silent Nora.
A thousand of me sat quietly down.
Nora, I thought. Oh dear God, here we are again.
That first visit to Grynwood …
And then here and there through the years we had met like people brushing in a crowd, like lovers across the aisle and strangers on a train, and with the whistle crying the quick next stop touched hands or allowed our bodies to be bruised together by the crowd cramming out as the doors flung wide, then, impelled, no more touch, no word, nothing for years.
Or, it was as if at high noon midsummer every year ior so we ran off up the vital strand away, never dreaming we might come back and collide in mutual need. And then somehow another summer ended, a sun went down, and there came Nora dragging her empty sandpail and here came I with scabs on my knees, and the beach empty and a strange season gone, and just us left to say hello Nora, hello Charles as the wind rose and the sea darkened as if a great herd of octopi suddenly swam by with their inks.
I often wondered if a day might come when we circled the long way round and stayed. Somewhere back perhaps twelve years ago there had been one moment, balanced like a feather upon fingertip when our breaths from either side had held our love warmly and perfectly in poise.
But that was because I had bumped into Nora in Venice, with her roots packed, far from home, away from Grynwood, where she might truly belong to someone else, perhaps even to me.
But somehow our mouths had been too busy with each other to ask permanence. Next day, healing our lips, puffed from mutual assaults, we had not the strength to say forever-as-of-now, more tomorrows this way, an apartment, a house anywhere, not Grynwood, not Grynwood ever again, stay! Perhaps the light of noon was cruel, perhaps it showed too many pores in people. Or perhaps, more accurately, the nasty children were bored again. Or terrified of a prison of two! Whatever the reason, the feather, once briefly lofted on champagne breath, toppled. Neither knew which ceased breathing upon it first. Nora pretended an urgent telegram and fled off to Grynwood.
Contact was broken. The spoiled children never wrote. I did not know what sand castles she had smashed. She did not know what Indian Madras had bled color from passion's sweat on my back. I married. I divorced. I traveled.
And now here we were again come from opposite directions late on a strange day by a familiar lake, calling to each other without calling, running to each other without moving, as if we had not been years apart.
"Nora." I took her hand. It was cold. "What's happened?"
"Happened!?" She laughed, grew silent, staring away. Suddenly she laughed again, that difficult laughter that might instantly flush with tears. "Oh, my dear Charlie, think wild, think all, jump hoops and come round to maniac dreams. Happened, Charlie, happened?!"
She grew frightfully still.
"Where are the servants, the guests—?"
"The party," she said, "was last night."
"Impossible! You've never had just a Friday-night bash. Sundays have always seen your lawn littered with demon wretches strewn and bandaged with bedclothes. Why—?"
"Why did I invite you out today, you want to ask, Charles?" Nora still looked only at the house. "To give you Grynwood. A gift, Charlie, if you can force it to let you stay, if it will put up with you—"
"I don't want the house!" I burst in.
"Oh, it's not if you wantit,but if it wantsyou.It threw us all out, Charlie."
"Last night … ?"
"Last night the last great party at Grynwood didn't come off. Mag flew from Paris. The Aga sent a fabulous girl from Nice. Roger, Percy, Evelyn, Vivian, Jon were here. That bullfighter who almost killed the playwright over the ballerina was here. The Irish dramatist who falls off stages drunk was here. Ninety-seven guests teemed in that door between five and seven last night. By midnight they were gone."
I walked across the lawn.
Yes, still fresh in the grass: the tire marks of three dozen cars.
"It wouldn't let us have the party, Charles," Nora called, faintly.
I turned blankly. "It? The house?"
"Oh, the music was splendid but went hollow upstairs. We heard our laughter ghost back from the topmost halls. The party clogged. Thepetits fourswere clods in our throats. The wine ran over our chins. No one got to bed for even three minutes. Doesn't it sound a lie? But, Limp Meringue Awards were given to all and they went away and I slept bereft on the lawn all night. Guess why? Go look, Charlie."
We walked up to the open front door of Grynwood.
"What shall I look for?"
"Everything. All the rooms. The house itself. The mystery. Guess. And when you've guessed a thousand times I'll tell you why I can never live here again, must leave, why Grynwood is yours if you wish. Go in, alone."
And in I went, slowly, one step at a time.
I moved quietly on the lovely lion-yellow hardwood parquetry of the great hall. I gazed at the Aubusson wall tapestry. I examined the ancient white marble Greek medallions displayed on green velvet in a crystal case.
"Nothing," I called back to Nora out there in the late cooling day.
"No. Everything," she called. "Go on."
The library was a deep warm sea of leather smell where five thousand books gleamed their colors of hand-rubbed cherry, lime, and lemon bindings. Their gold eyes, bright titles, glittered. Above the fireplace which could have kenneled two firedogs and ten great hounds hung the exquisite GainsboroughMaidens and Flowersthat had warmed the family for generations. It was a portal overlooking summer weather. One wanted to lean through and sniff wild seas of flowers, touch harvest of peach maiden girls, hear the machinery of bees bright-stitching up the glamorous airs.
"Well?" called a far voice.
"Nora!" I cried. "Come here. There's nothing to fear! It's still daylight!"
"No," said the far voice sadly. "The sun is going down. What do you see, Charlie?"
"Out in the hall again, the spiral stairs. The parlor. Not a dust speck on the air. I'm opening the cellar door. A million barrels and bottles. Now the kitchen. Nora, this is lunatic!"
"Yes, isn't it?" wailed the far voice. "Go back to the library. Stand in the middle of the room. See the GainsboroughMaidens and Flowersyou always loved?"
"It's there."
"It's not. See the silver Florentine humidor?"
"I see it."
"You don't. See the great maroon leather chair where you drank sherry with Father?"
"Yes."
"No," sighed the voice.
"Yes, no? Do, don't? Nora, enough!"
"More than enough, Charlie. Can't you guess? Don't youfeelwhat happened to Grynwood?"
I ached, turning. I sniffed the strange air.
"Charlie," said Nora, far out by the open front door, " … four years ago," she said faintly. "Four years ago … Grynwood burned completely to the ground."
I ran.
I found Nora pale at the door.
"Itwhat!?" I shouted.
"Burned to the ground," she said. "Utterly. Four years ago."
I took three long steps outside and looked up at the walls and windows.
"Nora, it's standing, it's all here!"
"No, it isn't, Charlie. That's not Grynwood."
I touched the gray stone, the red brick, the green ivy. I ran my hand over the carved Spanish front door. I exhaled in awe. "It can't be."
"It is," said Nora. "All new. Everything from the cellar stones up. New, Charles. New, Charlie. New."
"Thisdoor?"
"Sent up from Madrid, last year."
"This pavement?"
"Quarried near Dublin two years ago. The windows from Waterford this spring."
I stepped through the front door.
"The parqueting?"
"Finished in France and shipped over autumn last."
"But, but, thattapestry!?"
"Woven near Paris, hung in April."
"But it's all thesame,Nora!"
"Yes, isn't it? I traveled to Greece to duplicate the marble relics. The crystal case I had made, too, in Rheims."
"The library!"
"Every book, all bound the same way, stamped in similar gold, put back on similar shelves. The library alone cost one hundred thousand pounds to reproduce."
"The same, the same, Nora," I cried, in wonder, "oh God, the same," and we were in the library and I pointed at the silver Florentine humidor. "That, of course, was saved out of the fire?"
"No, no, I'm an artist. I remembered. I sketched, I took the drawings to Florence. They finished the fraudulent fake in July."
"The GainsboroughMaidens and Flowers!?"
"Look close! That's Fritzi's work. Fritzi, that horrible drip-dry beatnik painter in Montmartre? Who threw paint on canvas and flew them as kites over Paris so the wind and rain patterned beauty for him, which he sold for exorbitant prices? Well, Fritzi, it turns out, is a secret Gainsborough fanatic. He'd kill me if he knew I told. He painted thisMaidensfrom memory, isn't itfine?"
"Fine, fine, oh God, Nora, are you telling the truth?"
"I wish I weren't. Do you think I've been mentally ill, Charles? Naturally you might think. Do you believe in good and evil, Charlie? I didn't used. But now, quite suddenly, I have turned old and rain-dowdy. I have hit forty, forty has hit me, like a locomotive. Do you know what I think? … the house destroyeditself."
"Itwhat?"
She went to peer into the halls where shadows gathered now, coming in from the late day.
"When I first came into my money, at eighteen, when people said Guilt I said Bosh. They cried Conscience. I cried Crappulous Nonsense! But in those days the rain barrel was empty. A lot of strange rain has fallen since and gathered in me, and to my cold surprise I find me to the brim with old sin and know thereisconscience and guilt.
"There are a thousand young men in me, Charles.
"They thrust and buried themselves there. When they withdrew, Charles, I thought they withdrew. But no, no, now I'm sure there is not a single one whose barb, whose lovely poisoned thorn is not caught in my flesh, one place or another. God, God, how I loved their barbs, their thorns. God how I loved to be pinned and bruised. I thought the medicines of time and travel might heal the grip marks. But now I know I am all fingerprints. There lives no inch of my flesh, Chuck, is not FBI file systems of palm print and Egyptian whorl of finger stigmata. I have been stabbed by a thousand lovely boys and thought I did not bleed but God I do bleed now. I have bled all over this house. And my friends who denied guilt and conscience, in a great subway heave of flesh have trammeled through here and jounced and mouthed each other and sweat upon floors and buckshot the walls with their agonies and descents, each from the other's crosses. The house has been stormed by assassins, Charlie, each seeking to kill the other's loneliness with their short swords, no one finding surcease, only a momentary groaning out of relaxation.
"I don't think there has ever been a happy person in this house, Charles, I see that now.
"Oh, it alllookedhappy. When you hear so much laughter and see so much drink and find human sandwiches in every bed, pink and white morsels to munch upon, you think: what joy! how happy-fine!
"But it is a lie, Charlie, you and I know that, and the house drank the lie in my generation and Father's before me and Grandfather beyond. It was always a happy house, which means a dreadful estate. The assassins have wounded each other here for long over two hundred years. The walls dripped. The doorknobs were gummy. Summer turned old in the Gainsborough frame. So the assassins came and went, Charlie, and left sins and memories of sins which the house kept.
"And when you have caught up just so much darkness, Charles, you must vomit, mustn't you?
"My life is my emetic. I choke on my own past.
"So did this house.
"And finally, guilt ridden, terribly sad, one night I heard the friction of old sins rubbing together in attic beds. And with this spontaneous combustion the house smouldered ablaze. I heard the fire first as it sat in the library, devouring books. Then I heard it in the cellar drinking wine. By that time I was out the window and down the ivy and on the lawn with die servants. We picnicked on the lake shore at four in the morning with champagne and biscuits from the gatekeeper's lodge. The fire brigade arrived from town at five to see the roofs collapse and vast fire founts of spark fly over the clouds and the sinking moon. We gave them champagne also and watched Grynwood die finally, at last, so at dawn there was nothing.
"It had to destroy itself, didn't it, Charlie, it was so evil from all my people and from me?"
We stood in the cold hall. At last I stirred myself and said, "I guess so, Nora."
We walked into the library where Nora drew forth blueprints and a score of notebooks.
"It was then, Charlie, I got my inspiration. Build Grynwood again. A gray jigsaw puzzle put back together! Phoenix reborn from the sootbin. So no one would know of its death through sickness. Not you, Charlie, or any friends off in the world; let all remain ignorant. My guilt over its destruction was immense. How fortunate to be rich. You can buy a fire brigade with champagne and the village newspapers with four cases of gin. The news never got a mile out that Grynwood was strewn sackcloth and ashes. Time later to tell the world. Now! to work! And off I raced to my Dublin solicitor's where my father had filed architectural plans and interior details. I sat for months with a secretary, word-associating to summon up Grecian lamps, Roman tiles. I shut my eyes to recall every hairy inch of carpeting, every fringe, every rococo ceiling oddment, all, all brasswork decor, firedog, switchplates, log-bucket, and doorknob. And when the list of thirty thousand items was compounded, I flew in carpenters from Edinburgh, tile setters from Sienna, stone-cutters from Perugia, and they hammered, nailed, thrived, carved, and set for four years, Charlie, and I loitered at the factory outside Paris to watch spiders weave my tapestry and floor the rugs. I rode to hounds at Waterford while watching them blow my glass.
"Oh, Charles, I don't think it has ever happened, has it in history, that anyone ever put a destroyed thing back the way it was? Forget the past, let the bones cease! Well, not for me, I thought, no: Grynwood shall rise and be as ever it was. But, while looking like the old Grynwood, it would have the advantage of being really new. A fresh start, I thought, and while building it I led such aquietlife, Charles. The work was adventure enough.
"As I did the house over, I thought I did myself over. While I favored it with rebirth, I favored myself with joy. At long last, I thought, a happy person comes and goes at Grynwood.
"And it was finished and done, the last stone cut, the last tile placed, two weeks ago.
"And I sent invitations across the world, Charlie, and last night they all arrived, a pride of lion-men from New York, smelling of St. John's breadfruit, the staff of life. A team of lightfoot Athens boys. A Negrocorps de balletfrom Johannesburg. Three Sicilian bandits, or were they actors? Seventeen lady violinists who might be ravished as they laid down their violins and picked up their skirts. Four champion polo players. One tennis pro to restring my guts. A darling French poet. Oh God, Charles, it was to be a swell grand fine re-opening of the Phoenix Estates, Nora Gryndon, proprietress. How did I know, or guess, the house would not want us here?"
"Can a house want or not want?"
"Yes, when it is very new and everyone else, no matter what age, is very old. It was freshly born. We were stale and dying. It was good. We were evil. It wished to stay innocent. So it turned us out."
"How?"
"Why, just by being itself. It made the air so quiet, Charlie, you wouldn't believe. We all felt someone had died.
"After awhile, with no one saying but everyone feeling it, people just got in their cars and drove away. The orchestra shut up its music and sped off in ten limousines. There went the entire party, around the lake drive, as if heading for a midnight outdoor picnic, but no, just going to the airport or the boats, or Galway, everyone cold, no one speaking, and the house empty, and the servants themselves pumping away on their bikes, and me alone in the house, the last party over, the party that never happened, that never could begin. As I said, I slept on the lawn all night, alone with my old thoughts and I knew this was the end of all the years, for I was ashes, and ashes cannot build. It was the new grand lovely fine bird lying in the dark, to itself. It hated my breath in the dooryard. I was over. It had begun. There."
Nora was finished with her story.
We sat silently for a long while in the very late afternoon as dusk gathered to fill the rooms, and put out the eyes of the windows. A wind rippled the lake.
I said, "It can't all be true. Surely youcanstay here."
"A final test, so you'll not argue me again. We shall try to spend the night here."
"Try?"
"We won't make it through till dawn. Let's fry a few eggs, drink some wine, go to bed early. But lie on top your covers with your clothes on. You shall want your clothes, swiftly, I imagine."
We ate almost in silence. We drank wine. We listened to the new hours striking from the new brass clocks everywhere in the new house.
At ten, Nora sent me up to my room.
"Don't be afraid," she called to me on the landing. "The house means us no harm. It simply fearswemay hurtit.I shall read in the library. When you are ready to leave, no matter what hour, come for me."
"I shall sleep snug as a bug," I said.
"Shallyou? "said Nora.
And I went up to my new bed and lay in the dark smoking, feeling neither afraid nor smug, calmly waiting for any sort of happening at all.
I did not sleep at midnight.
I was awake at one.
At three, my eyes were still wide.
The house did not creak, sigh, or murmur. It waited, as I waited, timing its breath to mine.
At three thirty in the morning the door to my room slowly opened.
There was simply a motion of dark upon dark. I felt the wind draught over my hands and face.
I sat up slowly in the dark.
Five minutes passed. My heart slowed its beating.
And then far away below, I heard the front door open.
Again, not a creak or whisper. Just the click and the shadowing change of wind motioning the corridors.
I got up and went out into the hall.
From the top of the stairwell I saw what I expected: the front door open. Moonlight flooded the new parqueting and shone upon the new grandfather's clock which ticked with a fresh oiled bright sound.
I went down and out the front door.
"Thereyou are," said Nora, standing down by my car in the drive.
I went to her.
"You didn't hear a thing," she said, "and yet you heard something, right?"
"Right."
"Are you ready to leave now, Charles?"
I looked up at the house. "Almost."
"You know now, don't you, it is all over? You feel it, surely, that it is the dawn come up on a new morning? And, feel my heart, my soul beating pale and mossy within my heart, my blood so black, Charlie, you have felt it often beating under your own body, you know how old I am. You know how full of dungeons and racks and late afternoons and blue hours of French twilight I am. Well … "
Nora looked at the house.
"Last night, as I lay in bed at two in the morning, I heard the front door drift open. I knew that the whole house had simply leant itself ajar to let the latch free and glide the door wide. I went to the top of the stairs. And, looking down, I saw the creek of moonlight laid out fresh in the hall. And the house so much as said, here is the way you go, tread the cream, walk the milky new path out of this and away, go, old one, go with your darkness. You are with child. The sour-gum ghost is in your stomach. It will never be born. And because you cannot drop it, one day it will be your death. What are you waiting for?
"Well, Charles, I was afraid to go down and shut that door. And I knew it was true, I would never sleep again. So, I went down and out.
"I have a dark old sinful place in Geneva. I'll go there to live. But you are younger and fresher, Charlie, so I want this place to be yours."
"Not so young."
"Younger than I."
"Not so fresh. It wants me to go, too, Nora. The door tomyroom just now. It opened, too."
"Oh, Charlie," breathed Nora, and touched my cheek. "Oh, Charles," and then, softly, "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. We'll go together."
Nora opened the car door.
"Let me drive. I must drive now, very fast, all the way to Dublin. Do you mind?"
"No. But what about your luggage?"
"What's in there, the house can have. Where are you going?"
I stopped walking. "I must shut the front door,"
"No," said Nora. "Leave it open."
"But … people will come in."
Nora laughed quietly. "Yes. But only good people. So that's all right, isn't it?"
I finally nodded. "Yes. That's all right."
I came back to stand by my car, reluctant to leave. Clouds were gathering. It was beginning to snow. Great gentle white leaflets fell down out of the moonlit sky as harmlessly soft as the gossip of angels.
We got in and slammed the car doors. Nora gunned the motor.
"Ready? "she said.
"Ready."
"Charlie?" said Nora. "When we get to Dublin, will you sleep with me, I meansleep,the next few days. I shall need someone the next days. Will you?"
"Of course."
"I wish," she said. And tears filled her eyes. "Oh God, how I wish I could burn myself down and start over. Burn myself down so I could go up to the house now and go in and live forever like a dairy maid full of berries and cream. Oh but hell. What's the use of talk like that?"
"Drive, Nora," I said, gently.
And she drummed the motor and we ran out of the valley, along the lake, with gravel buckshotting out behind, and up the hills and through the deep snow forest, and by the time we reached the last rise, Nora's tears were shaken away, she did not look back, and we drove at seventy through the dense falling and thicker night toward a darker horizon and a cold stone city, and all the way, never once letting go, in silence I held one of her hands.
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Heavy-Set
The woman stepped to the kitchen window and looked out.
There in the twilight yard a man stood surrounded by barbells and dumbbells and dark iron weights of all kinds and slung jump ropes and elastic and coiled-spring exercisors. He wore a sweat suit and tennis shoes and said nothing to no one as he simply stood in the darkening world and did not know she watched.
This was her son, and everyone called him Heavy-Set.
Heavy-Set squeezed the little bunched, coiled springs in his big fists. They were lost in his fingers, like magic tricks; then they reappeared. He crushed them. They vanished. He let them go. They came back.
He did this for ten minutes, otherwise motionless.
Then he bent down and hoisted up the one-hundred-pound barbells, noiselessly, not breathing. He motioned it a number of times over his head, then abandoned it and went into the open garage among the various surfboards he had cut out and glued together and sanded and painted and waxed, and there he punched a punching bag easily, swiftly, steadily, until his curly golden hair got moist. Then he stopped and filled his lungs until his chest measured fifty inches and stood eyes closed, seeing himself in an invisible mirror poised and tremendous, two hundred and twenty muscled pounds, tanned by the sun, salted by the sea wind and his own sweat.
He exhaled. He opened his eyes.
He walked into the house, into the kitchen and did not look at his mother, this woman, and opened the refrigerator and let the arctic cold steam him while he drank a quart of milk straight out of the carton, never putting it down, just gulping and swallowing. Then he sat down at the kitchen table to fondle and examine the Hallowe’en pumpkins.
He had gone out earlier in the day and bought the pumpkins and carved most of them and did a fine job: they were beauties and he was proud of them. Now, looking childlike in the kitchen, he started carving the last of them. You would never suspect he was thirty years old, he still moved so swiftly, so quietly, for a large action like hitting a wave with an uptilted and outthrust board, or here with the small action of a knife, giving sight to a Hallowe’en eye. The electric light bulb filled the summer wildness of his hair, but revealed no emotion, except this one intent purpose of carving, on his face. There was all muscle in him, and no fat, and that muscle waited behind every move of the knife.
His mother came and went on personal errands around the house and then came to stand and look at him and the pumpkins and smile. She was used to him. She heard him every night drubbing the punching bag outside, or squeezing the little metal springs in his hands or grunting as he lifted his world of weights and held it in balance on his strangely quiet shoulders. She was used to all these sounds even as she knew the ocean coming in on the shore beyond the cottage and laying itself out flat and shining on the sand. Even as she was used, by now, to hearing Heavy-Set each night on the phone saying he was tired to girls and said no, no he had to wax the car tonight or do his exercises to the eighteen-year-old boys who called.
She cleared her throat. ‘Was the dinner good tonight?’
‘Sure,’ he said.
‘I had to get special steak. I bought the asparagus fresh.’
‘It was good,’ he said.
‘I’m glad you liked it, I always like to have you like it.’
‘Sure,’ he said, working.
‘What time is the party?’
‘Seven thirty.’ He finished the last of the smile on the pumpkin and sat back. ‘If they all show up, they might not show up, I bought two jugs of cider.’
He got up and moved into his bedroom, quietly massive, his shoulders filling the door and beyond. In the room, in the half-dark, he made the strange pantomime of a man seriously and silently wrestling an invisible opponent as he got into his costume. He came to the door of the living room a minute later licking a gigantic peppermint-striped lollipop. He wore a pair of short black pants, a little boy’s shirt with ruff collar, and a Buster Brown hat. He licked the lollipop and said, ‘I’m the mean little kid!’ and the woman who had been watching him laughed. He walked with an exaggerated little child’s walk, licking the huge lollipop, all around the room while she laughed at him and he said things and pretended to be leading a big dog on a rope. ‘You’ll be the life of the party!’ the woman cried, pink-faced and exhausted. He was laughing now, also.
The phone rang.
He toddled out to answer it in the bedroom. He talked for a long time and his mother heard him say ‘Oh for gosh sakes’ several times and finally he came slowly and massively into the living room looking stubborn. ‘What’s wrong?’ she wanted to know. ‘Aw,’ he said, ‘half the guys aren’t showing up at the party. They got other dates. That was Tommy calling. He’s got a date with a girl from somewhere. Good grief.’ ‘There’ll be enough,’ said his mother. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘There’ll be enough for a party,’ she said. ‘You go on.’ ‘I ought to throw the pumpkins in the garbage,’ he said, scowling. ‘Well you just go on and have a good time,’ she said. ‘You haven’t been out in weeks.’
Silence.
He stood there twisting the huge lollipop as big as his head, turning it in his large muscular fingers. He looked as if at any moment now he would do what he did other nights. Some nights he pressed himself up and down on the ground with his arms and some nights he played a game of basketball with himself and scored himself, team against team, black against white, in the backyard. Some nights he stood around like this and then suddenly vanished and you saw him way out in the ocean swimming long and strong and quiet as a seal under the full moon or you could not see him those nights the moon was gone and only the stars lay over the water but you heard him there, on occasion, a faint splash as he went under and stayed under a long time and came up, or he went out some times with his surfboard as smooth as a girl’s cheeks, sandpapered to a softness, and came riding in, huge and alone on a white and ghastly wave that creamed along the shore and touched the sands with the surfboard as he stepped off like a visitor from another world and stood for a long while holding the soft smooth surfboard in the moonlight, a quiet man and a vast tombstone-shaped thing held there with no writing on it. In all the nights like that in the past years, he had taken a girl out three times one week and she ate a lot and every time he saw her she saidLet’s eatand so one night he drove her up to a restaurant and opened the car door and helped her out and got back in and saidThere’s the restaurant. So long. And drove off. And went back to swimming way out, alone. Much later, another time, a girl was half an hour late getting ready and he never spoke to her again.
Thinking all this, remembering all this, his mother looked at him now.
‘Don’t stand there,’ she said. ‘You make me nervous.’
‘Well,’ he said, resentfully.
‘Go on!’ she cried. But she didn’t cry it strong enough. Even to herself her voice sounded faint. And she did not know if her voice was just naturally faint or if she made it that way.
She might as well have been talking about winter coming; everything she said had a lonely sound. And she heard the words again from her own mouth, with no force: ‘Go on!’
He went into the kitchen. ‘I guess there’ll be enough guys there,’ he said.
‘Sure, there will,’ she said, smiling again. She always smiled again. Sometimes when she talked to him, night after night, she looked as if she were lifting weights, too. When he walked through the rooms she looked like she was doing the walking for him. And when he sat brooding, as he often did, she looked around for something to do which might be burn the toast or overfire the steak. She made a short barking faint and stifled laugh now, ‘Get out, have a good time.’ But the echoes of it moved around in the house as if it were already empty and cold and he should come back in the door. Her lips moved: ‘Fly away.’
He snatched up the cider and the pumpkins and hurried them out to his car. It was a new car and had been new and unused for almost a year. He polished it and jiggered with the motor or lay underneath it for hours messing with all the junk underneath or just sat in the front seat glancing over the strength and health magazines, but rarely drove it. He put the cider and the cut pumpkins proudly in on the front seat, and by this time he was thinking of the possible good time tonight so he did a little child’s stagger as if he might drop everything, and his mother laughed. He licked his lollipop again, jumped into the car, backed it out of the gravel drive, swerved it around down by the ocean, not looking out at this woman, and drove off along the shore road. She stood in the yard watching the car go away. Leonard, my son, she thought.
It was seven fifteen and very dark now; already the children were fluttering along the sidewalks in white ghost sheets and zinc-oxide masks, ringing bells, screaming, lumpy paper sacks banging their knees as they ran.
Leonard, she thought.
They didn’t call him Leonard, they called him Heavy-Set and Sammy, which was short for Samson. They called him Butch and they called him Atlas and Hercules. At the beach you always saw the high-school boys around him feeling his biceps as if he was a new sports car, testing him, admiring him. He walked golden among them. Each year it was that way. And then the eighteen-year-old ones got to be nineteen and didn’t come around so often, and then twenty and very rarely, and then twenty-one and never again, just gone, and suddenly there were new eighteen year olds to replace them, yes, always the new ones to stand where the others had stood in the sun, while the older ones went on somewhere to something and somebody.
Leonard, my good boy, she thought. We go to shows on Saturday nights. He works on the high power lines all day, up in the sky, alone, and sleeps alone in his room at night, and never reads a book or a paper or listens to a radio or plays a record, and this year he’ll be thirty-one. And just where, in all the years, did the thing happen that put him up on that pole alone and working out alone every night? Certainly there had been enough women, here and there, now and then, through his life. Little scrubby ones, of course, fools, yes, by the look of them, but women, or girls, rather, and none worth glancing at a second time. Still, when a boy gets past thirty …? She sighed. Why even as recent as last night the phone had rung. Heavy-Set had answered it, and she could fill in the unheard half of the conversation because she had heard thousands like it in a dozen years:
‘Sammy, this is Christine.’ A woman’s voice. ‘What you doing?’
His little golden eyelashes flickered and his brow furrowed, alert and wary. ‘Why?’
‘Tom, Lu, and I are going to a show, want to come along?’
‘It better be good!’ he cried, indignantly.
She named it.
‘That!’ He snorted.
‘It’s a good film,’ she said.
‘Not that one,’ he said. ‘Besides, I haven’t shaved yet today.’
‘You can shave in five minutes.’
‘I need a bath, and it’d take a long time.’
A long time, thought his mother, he was in the bathroom two hours today. He combs his hair two dozen times, musses it, combs it again, talking to himself.
‘Okay for you.’ The woman’s voice on the phone. ‘You going to the beach this week?’
‘Saturday,’ he said, before he thought.
‘See you there, then,’ she said.
‘I meant Sunday,’ he said, quickly.
‘I could change it to Sunday,’ she replied.
‘If I can make it,’ he said, even more quickly. ‘Things go wrong with my car.’
‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Samson. So long.’
And he had stood there for a long time, turning the silent phone in his hand.
Well, his mother thought, he’s having a good time now. A good Hallowe’en party, with all the apples he took along, tied on strings, and the apples, untied, to bob for in a tub of water, and the boxes of candy, the sweet corn kernels that really taste like autumn. He’s running around looking like the bad little boy, she thought, licking his lollipop, everyone shouting, blowing horns, laughing, dancing.
At eight, and again at eight thirty and nine she went to the screen door and looked out and could almost hear the party a long way off at the dark beach, the sounds of it blowing on the wind crisp and furious and wild, and wished she could be there at the little shack out over the waves on the pier, everyone whirling about in costumes, and all the pumpkins cut each a different way and a contest for the best homemade mask or makeup job, and too much popcorn to eat and—
She held to the screen door knob, her face pink and excited and suddenly realized the children had stopped coming to beg at the door. Hallowe’en, for the neighborhood kids anyway, was over.
She went to look out into the backyard.
The house and yard were too quiet. It was strange not hearing the basketball volley on the gravel or the steady bumble of the punching bag taking a beating. Or the little tweezing sound of the hand-squeezers.
What if, she thought, he found someone tonight, found someone down there, and just never came back, never came home. No telephone call. No letter, that was the way it could be. No word. Just go off away and never come back again. What if? What if?
No! she thought, there’s no one, no one there, no one anywhere. There’s just this place. This is the only place.
But her heart was beating fast and she had to sit down.
The wind blew softly from the shore.
She turned on the radio but could not hear it.
Now, she thought, they’re not doing anything except playing blind man’s buff, yes, that’s it, blind tag, and after that they’ll just be—
She gasped and jumped.
The windows had exploded with raw light.
The gravel spurted in a machine-gun spray as the car jolted in, braked, and stopped, motor gunning. The lights went off in the yard. But the motor still gunned up, idled, gunned up, idled.
She could see the dark figure in the front seat of the car, not moving, staring straight ahead.
‘You—’ she started to say, and opened the back screen door. She found a smile on her mouth. She stopped it. Her heart was slowing now. She made herself frown.
He shut off the motor. She waited. He climbed out of the car and threw the pumpkins in the garbage can and slammed the lid.
‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Why are you home so early—?’
‘Nothing.’ He brushed by her with the two gallons of cider intact. He set them on the kitchen sink.
‘But it’s not ten yet—’
‘That’s right.’ He went into the bedroom and sat down in the dark.
She waited five minutes. She always waited five minutes. He wanted her to come ask, he’d be mad if she didn’t, so finally she went and looked into the dark bedroom.
‘Tell me,’ she said.
‘Oh, they all stood around,’ he said. ‘They just stood around like a bunch of fools and didn’t do anything.’
‘What a shame.’
‘They just stood around like dumb fools.’
‘Oh, that’s a shame.’
‘I tried to get them to do something, but they just stood around. Only eight of them showed up, eight out of twenty, eight, and me the only one in costume. I tell you. The only one. What a bunch of fools.’
‘After all your trouble, too.’
‘They had their girls and they just stood around with them and wouldn’t do anything, no games, nothing. Some of them went off with the girls,’ he said, in the dark, seated, not looking at her. ‘They went off up the beach and didn’t come back. Honest to gosh.’ He stood now, huge, and leaned against the wall, looking all disproportioned in the short trousers. He had forgotten the child’s hat was on his head. He suddenly remembered it and took it off and threw it on the floor. ‘I tried to kid them. I played with a toy dog and did some other stuff but nobody did anything. I felt like a fool the only one there dressed like this, and them all different, and only eight out of twenty there, and most of them gone in half an hour. Vi was there. She tried to get me to walk up the beach, too. I was mad by then. I was really mad. I said no thanks. And here I am. You can have the lollipop. Where did I put it? Pour the cider down the sink, drink it, I don’t care.’
She had not moved so much as an inch in all the time he talked. She opened her mouth.
The telephone rang.
‘If that’s them, I’m not home.’
‘You’d better answer it,’ she said.
He grabbed the phone and whipped off the receiver.
‘Sammy?’ said a loud high clear voice. He was holding the receiver out on the air, glaring at it in the dark. ‘That you?’ He grunted. ‘This is Bob.’ The eighteen-year-old voice rushed on. ‘Glad you’re home. In a big rush, but – what about that game tomorrow?’
‘What game?’
‘What game? For cri-yi, you’re kidding. Notre Dame and S.C.!’
‘Oh, football.’
‘Don’t say oh football like that, you talked it, you played it up, you said—’
‘That’s no game,’ he said, not looking at the telephone, the receiver, the woman, the wall, nothing.
‘You mean you’re not going? Heavy-Set, it won’t be agamewithout you!’
‘I got to water the lawn, polish the car—’
‘You can do that Sunday!’
‘Besides, I think my uncle’s coming over to see me. So long.’
He hung up and walked out past his mother into the yard. She heard the sounds of him out there as she got ready for bed.
He must have drubbed the punching bag until three in the morning. Three, she thought, wide awake, listening to the concussions. He’s always stopped at twelve, before.
At three thirty he came into the house.
She heard him just standing outside her door.
He did nothing else except stand there in the dark, breathing.
She had a feeling he still had the little boy suit on. But she didn’t want to know if this were true.
After a long while the door swung slowly open.
He came into her dark room and lay down on the bed, next to her, not touching her. She pretended to be asleep.
He lay face up and rigid.
She could not see him. But she felt the bed shake as if he were laughing. She could hear no sound coming from him, so she could not be sure.
And then she heard the squeaking sounds of the little steel springs being crushed and uncrushed, crushed and uncrushed in his fists.
She wanted to sit up and scream for him to throw those awful noisy things away. She wanted to slap them out of his fingers.
But then, she thought, what would he do with his hands? What could he put in them? What would he, yes, what would he do with his hands?
So she did the only thing she could do, she held her breath, shut her eyes, listened, and prayed,O God, let it go on, let him keep squeezing those things, let him keep squeezing those things, let him, let him, oh let, let him, let him keep squeezing … let … let …
It was like lying in bed with a great dark cricket.
And a long time before dawn.
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Hello, I Must Be Going
There was a quiet tapping at the door and when Steve Ralphs opened it there stood Henry Grossbock, five foot one inches tall, immaculately dressed, very pale and very perturbed.
"Henry!" Steve Ralphs cried.
"Why do you sound like that?" Henry Grossbock said. "What have I done? Why am I dressed like this? Where am I going?"
"Come in, come in, someone might see you!"
"Why does it matter if someoneseesme?"
"Come in, for God's sake, don't stand there arguing."
"All right, I'll come in, I have things to talk about anyway. Stand aside. There. I'm in."
Steve Ralphs backed off across the room and waved to a chair. "Sit."
"I don't feel welcome." Henry sat. "You have any strong liquor around this place?"
"I was just thinking that." Steve Ralphs jumped, ran into the kitchen, and a minute later returned with a tray, a bottle of whiskey, two glasses, and some ice. His hands were trembling as he poured the liquor.
"You look shaky," said Henry Grossbock. "What's wrong?"
"Don't you know, can't youguess? Here."
Henry took the glass. "You sure poured me a lot."
"You're going to need it. Drink."
They drank and Henry examined his coat front and his sleeves.
"You still haven't told me where I am going," he said, "or have I been there already? I don't usually dress this way except for concerts. When I stand up there before an audience, well, one desires respect. This is very good scotch. Thanks. Well?"
He stared at Steve Ralphs with a steady and penetrating stare.
Steve Ralphs gulped half of his drink and put it down and shut his eyes. "Henry, you've already been to a far place and just come back, for God's sake. And now you'll have to return to that place."
"What place,whatplace, stop the riddles!"
Steve Ralphs opened his eyes and said, "How did you get here? Did you take a bus, hire a taxi, or … walk from the graveyard?"
"Bus, taxi, walk? And what's that about a graveyard?"
"Henry, drink the rest of your drink. Henry, you've been in that graveyard for years."
"Don't be silly. What would I be doingthere? I never applied for any—" Henry stopped and slowly sank back in his chair. "You mean—?"
Steve Ralphs nodded. "Yes, Henry."
"Dead? And in the graveyard? Dead and in the graveyard four years? Why didn't someonetellme?"
"It's hard to tell someone who's dead that heis."
"I see, I see." Henry finished his drink and held the glass out for more. Steve Ralphs refilled.
"Dear, dear," said Henry Grossbock, slowly. "My, my. Sothat'swhy I haven't felt up to snuff lately."
"That's why, Henry. Let me catch up." Steve Ralphs poured more whiskey in his own glass and drank.
"So that's why you looked so peculiar when you opened the door just now—"
"That's why, Henry."
"Sorry. I really didn't mean—"
"Don't get up, Henry. You're here now."
"But under the circumstances—"
"It's all right. I'm under control. And even given the circumstances, you were always my best friend and it's nice, in a way, to see you again."
"Strange.Iwasn't shocked to seeyou."
"There's a difference, Henry. I mean, well—"
"You're alive, and I'm not, eh? Yes, I can see that. Hello, I must be going."
"What?"
"Groucho Marx sang a song with that title."
"Oh, yeah. Sure."
"Marvelous man. Funny. Is he still around? Did he die, too?"
"I'm afraid so."
"Don't be afraid. I'm not. Don't know why. Just now." Henry Grossbock sat up straight. "To business."
"What business?"
"Told you at the front door. Important. Must tell. I am very upset."
"So was I, but this liquor does wonders. Okay, Henry, shoot."
"The thing is—" Henry Grossbock said, finishing his second drink quickly, "my wife is neglecting me."
"But Henry, it's perfectly natural—"
"Let me finish. She used to come visit constantly. Brought me flowers, put a book nearby once, cried a lot. Every day. Then every other day. Now, never. How do you explain that? Refill, please."
Steve Ralphs tipped the bottle.
"Henry, four years is a longtime—"
"You can say that again. How about Eternity, there's arealvaudeville show."
"You didn't really expect to be entertained, did you?"
"Why not? Evelyn always spoiled me. She changed dresses two or three times a day because she knew I loved it. Haunted bookshops, brought me the latest, read me the oldest, picked my ties, shined my shoes, her women's-lib friends joshed her forthat.Spoiled. Yes, I expected to have someone fill the time for me."
"That's not how it works, Henry."
Henry Grossbock thought and nodded, solemnly, and sipped his whiskey. "Yes, I guess you're right. But let me name thebiggestproblem."
"What's that?"
"She's stopped crying. She used to cry every night, every day at breakfast, twice in the afternoon, just before supper. Then, lights out, crying."
"She missed you, Henry."
"And now she doesn't?"
"Time heals all wounds, they say."
"I don't want this wound healed. I liked things just the way they were. A good cry at dawn, a half decent cry before tea, a final one at midnight. But it's over. Now I don't feel wanted or needed."
"Think about it the way you had to think about your honeymoon with Evelyn. It had to end sometime."
"Not entirely. There were stray bits of it for the rest of forty years."
"Yes, but youdosee the resemblance?"
"Honeymoon ended. Life over. I certainly don't much care for the residue." A thought struck Henry Grossbock. He set his glass down, sharply. "Is there someoneelse?"
"Someone … "
"Else! Has she taken up with—?"
"And what if she has?"
"Howdareshe!"
"Four years, Henry, four years. And no, she hasn't taken up with anyone. She'll remain a widow for the rest of her life."
"That's more like it. I'm glad I came to see you first. Set me straight. So she's still single and—hold on. How come no more tears at midnight, crying at breakfast?"
"You didn't really expect that, did you?"
"But damn, I miss it. A man's got to havesomething!"
"Don't you have any friends over at the—" Steve Ralphs stopped, flushed, refilled his glass, refilled Henry's.
"You were going to say graveyard. Bad lot, those. Layabouts. No conversation."
"You were always a great talker, Henry."
"Yes, yes, that's so, wasn't I?Aren'tI? And you were my best listener."
"Talk some more, Henry. Get it all out."
"I think I've hit the high points, the important stuff. She's stopped coming by. That's bad. She's stopped crying. That's the very worst. The lubricant that makes—what I have become—worth the long while. I wonder if I showed up, would she cry again?"
"You'renotgoing to visit?"
"Don't think I should, eh?"
"Nasty shock. Unforgivable."
"Whowouldn't forgive me?"
"Me, Henry.Iwouldn't."
"Yes, yes. Oh dear. My, my. Good advice from my best friend."
"Best, Henry." Steve Ralphs leaned forward. "Youdowant her to get over you, don't you?"
"No! Yes. No! God, I don't know. Yes, I guess so."
"After all shehasmissed you and cried every day for most of four years."
"Yes." Henry Grossbock nursed his glass. "Shehasput in the time. I suppose Ishouldlet her off the hook."
"It would be a kindness, Henry."
"I don'tfeelkind, I don'twantto be kind, but hell, I'll be kind anyhow. I do love the dear girl."
"After all, Henry, she has lots of years ahead."
"True. Damn. Think of it. Men age better but die younger. Women live longer but age badly. Strange arrangement God has made, don't you agree?"
"Why don't you ask Him, now that you're there?"
"Who, God? An upstart like me? Well, well. Ummm." Henry sipped. "Why not? What's she up to? If she's not dashing about in open cars with strange men,what?"
"Dancing, Henry. Taking dance lessons. Sculpting. Painting."
"Always wanted to do that, never could. Concert schedules, cocktail parties for possible sponsors, recitals, lectures, travel. She always saidsomeday."
"Someday is here, Henry."
"Took me by surprise, is all. Dancing, you say? Sculpting? Is she any good?"
"A fair dancer. Averyfine sculptor."
"Bravo. Or is it brava? Yes. Brava. I think I'm glad for that. Yes, Iamglad. Fills the time. And what do I do? Crosswords."
"Crosswords?"
"Dammit, what else is there, considering my circumstances? Fortunately, I recall every single good and bad puzzle ever printed in theNew York Timesor theSaturday Review.Crossword. Short nickname, three letters, for Tutankhamen. Tut! Four letters, one of the Great Lakes.Erie! Easy, that one. Fourteen letters, old Mediterranean capital. Hell. Constantinople!"
"Five letters. Word for best pal, good friend, fine husband, brilliant violinist."
"Henry?"
"Henry. You." Steve Ralphs smiled, lifted his glass, drank.
"That's my cue to grab my hat and leave. Oh, I didn't bring a hat. Well, well."
Steve Ralphs suddenly swallowed very hard.
"What's this?" said Henry, leaning forward, listening.
"A repressed sob, Henry."
"Good! That's better. Warms the old heart,thatdoes. I don't suppose you could—"
"Suppress a few more sobs, once or twice a week for the next year?"
"I hesitate to ask—"
"I'll try, Henry." Another mysterious sound moved up Steve Ralph's throat. He hastened to lid it with whiskey. "Tell you what. I'll call Evelyn, say I'm writing a book about you, need some of your personal books, notes, golf clubs, spectacles, the lot, bring them here, and, well, once a week, anyway, look them over, feel sad. How'sthatsound?"
"That's the ticket, or what are friends for?" Henry
Grossbock beamed. There was color in his cheeks. He drank and stood up.
At the door, Henry turned and peered into Steve Ralph's face.
"Dear me, dear me, are those tears?"
"I think so, Henry."
"Well now, that's more like it. Not Evelyn's of course, and you're not heaving great sobs. But it'll do. Much thanks."
"Don't mention it, Henry."
"Well." Henry opened the door. "See you around."
"Not too soon, Henry."
"Eh? No, of course not. No hurry. Good-bye, friend."
"Oh, good-bye, Henry." Yet another mysterious gulp arose in the younger man's throat.
"Yes, yes." Henry smiled. "Keep that up until I'm down the hall. Well, as Groucho Marx said—"
And he was gone. The door shut.
Turning, slowly, Steve Ralphs walked to the telephone, sat down, and dialed.
After a moment the receiver on the other end clicked and a voice spoke.
Steve Ralphs wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and at last said:
"Evelyn?"
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The Highest Branch on the Tree
A often remember his name, Harry Hands, a most unfortunate name for a fourteen-year-old boy in ninth grade in junior high in 1934, or in any other year, come to think of it. We all spelled it 'Hairy' and pronounced it with similar emphasis. Harry Hands pretended not to notice and became more arrogant and smart-ass, looking down his nose at us dumb peasants, as he called us. We didn't see at the time that it was our harassment that made him pretend at arrogance and display wits that he probably only half had. So it went with Hands and his incredible moniker Hairy.
The second memory is often of his pants up a tree. That has stayed with me for a lifetime. I have never for a month forgotten. I can't very well say I recalled his pants up a tree every day, that would not be true. But at least twelve times a year I would see Harry in full flight and us ninth graders after him, myself in the lead, and his pants in the air flung up to the highest branch and everyone laughing there on the school grounds and a teacher leaning out a window and ordering one of us, why not me, to climb and bring those pants down.
"Don't bother," Harry Hands said, blushing there, revealed in his boxer BVD underwear. "They're mine.I'llget 'em."
And Harry Hands climbed up, almost fell, and reached his pants but did not put them on, just clutched to the bole of the tree and when we all gathered below the tree, knocking each other's elbows and pointing up and laughing, simply looked down at us with the strangest grin and ...
Peed.
That's right.
Took aim and peed.
There was a mob flight of indignant teenagers, off away, but no one came back to climb up and drag him down, for when we started to come back, wiping our faces and shoulders with handkerchiefs, Harry yelled down:
"I hadthreeglasses of orange juice for lunch!"
So we knew he was still loaded and we all stood thirty feet back from the tree yelling euphemisms instead of epithets, the way our folks had taught us. After all, it was another time, another age, and the rules were observed.
Harry Hands did not put on his pants up there nor did he come down even though the principal came out and ordered him to leave and we backed off and heard the principal shouting up at Harry that the way was clear now and he could come down. But Harry Hands shook his head: noway.And the principal stood under the tree and we yelled to him to watch out, Harry Hands was armed and dangerous and hearing this the principal backed off, hastily.
Well, the long and short of it was, Harry Hands never came down, that is, we didn't see him do it, and we all got bored and went home.
Someone later said he came down at sunset or midnight, with no one around to see.
The next day, the tree was empty and Harry Hands was gone forever.
He never came back. He didn't even come back to protest to the principal, nor did his parents come or write a letter to lodge a complaint. We didn't know where Harry Hands lived, and the school wouldn't tell us, so we couldn't go find him, perhaps with the faintest notion that maybe we should apologize and ask him back. We knew he wouldn't come, anyway. What we had done was so horrendous, it could never be forgiven. As the days passed and Harry Hands didn't show, most of us lay in bed at night and wondered howwewould feel if someone had "pantsed" us and threw our pants to the highest branch of some tree in front of God and everyone. It caused a lot of unexpected bed tossing and pillow punching, I don't mind saying. And most of us didn't look up at that tree for more than a few seconds before turning away.
Did any of us ever sweat over the dire consequences? Did we perspire on the obvious that perhaps he might have fallen just at midnight, to be harvested as broken bones at dawn? Or did we imagine he might have lurched himself out in a high-jump of doom, with the same shattered consequence? Did we think his father might lose his job or his mother take to drink? We wrestled none of these or if we did, shut our traps to preserve our silent guilt. Thunder, as you know, occurs when lightning sucks back up its track and lets two handsful of white-hot air applaud. Harry Hands, whose parents were never seen, withdrew to a bang of thunder that only we ninth-grade second-rate criminals heard while waiting for sleep, which never came, to arrive.
It was a bad end to a good year and we all went off to high school and a few years later, going by the schoolyard, I saw that the tree had got some sort of disease and had been cut down, which was a relief. I didn't want some future generation to be surprised at the ghost shape of a pair of pants up there, hurled by a mob of apes.
But I run ahead of my story.
Why, you ask, why did we do that to Harry Hands? Was he some sort of super-villain who deserved our Christian persecution, a dumb sort of semi-crucifixion to appall the neighbors and ruin school history so that in the annals of time people would say, "1934, wasn't that the year that—" And fill in the blanks with Look, ma, no pants, no Hands.
What, in sum, was H.H.'s crime sublime?
It's a familiar case. Happens every year, every school, everywhere at one time or another. Except our case was more spectacular.
Harry Hands was smarter than anyone else in the whole school.
That was the first crime.
His second crime, worse than the first, was he didn't do a better job of hiding it.
It reminds me of an actor friend who a few years ago drove up to the front of my house in a brand-new super-powered XKE twelve-cylinder Jaguar and yelled at me, "Eat your heart out!"
Well, Harry Hands, in effect, had arrived at our school from somewhere back East—hadn't we all?—and flaunted his IQ from the first hour of day one. Through every class from just after breakfast to just before lunch to last afternoon bell his arm was permanently up, you could have raised a flag on it, and his voice was demanding to be heard and damn if he wasn't right when the teacher gave him the nod. A lot of collective bile was manufactured that day under all our tongues. The miracle was we didn't rip his clothes off on that first day. We delayed because it was reported that in gym he had put on the boxing gloves and bloodied three or four noses before our coach told everyone to run out and do six laps around the block to lance our boils.
And, Jesus off the cross and running rings around us, wouldn't you know as we made the fifth lap, panting, tasting blood, here came Harry Hands, fresh as a potted daisy, jogging along, nice and easy, passing us and adding another lap to prove he was tireless.
By the end of the second day he had no friends. No one eventriedto be one. It was hinted that if anyone took up with this Hands guy, we would beat the tar out of them next time we did laps and were out of sight of our coach.
So Harry Hands came and went alone, with a look of the insufferable book reader and, worse, book rememberer, he forgot nothing and would offer data if someone paused, stuttered, or broke wind.
Did Harry Hands see his crucifixion coming? If he did, he smiled at the prospect. He was always smiling and laughing and being a good chum, although no one smiled or laughed back. We took our homework home. He did it in class in the last five minutes of the hour and then sat there, mightily pleased with his intellectual strengths, moistening his vocal chords for the next recitation.
Fade out. Fade in.
We all went away to life.
After about forty years it got so I only thought about Harry Hands once every two years instead of once every two months. It was in the middle of a sidewalk in downtown Chicago where I walked when I had two hours between trains, on my way to New York, that I met this stranger coming toward me, unrecognizable, and he had almost passed when he froze in midstride and half turned to me and said:
"Spaulding?" he said. "DouglasSpaulding?"
It was my turn to freeze and I mean I turned cold, for I had this ungodly feeling I was confronted by a ghost. A whole flock of geese ran over my grave. I cocked my head and eyed the stranger. He was dressed in a beautifully tailored blue-black suit with a silk shirt and a reticent tie. His hair was dark and moderately gray at the temples and he smelled of a mild cologne. He held out a well-manicured hand.
"Harry Hinds," he said.
"I don't think … " I said.
"YouareDouglas Spaulding, aren't you?"
"Yes, but—"
"Berendo Junior High School, class of summer 1935, thoughInever graduated."
"Harry," I said and stopped, his last name a stone in my mouth.
"Use to be Hands. Harry Hands. Changed it to Hinds, late spring 1935—"
Jut after you climbed down, I thought.
The wind blew around one of those Chicago corners.
I smelled pee.
I glanced to left and right. No horses in sight. No dogs.
Only Harry Hinds, aka Harry Hands waiting for me to open up.
I took his fingers as if they contained electric shocks, shook them quickly, pulled back.
"My goodness," he said. "Am I still poison?"
"No, but—"
"You look well," he said quickly. "Look as if you've had a good life. That's nice."
"You, too," I said, trying not to look at his expensively manicured nails and brightly polished shoes.
"I can't complain," he said, easily. "Where are you headed?"
"The Art Institute. I'm between trains. I have almost two hours' layover and always go to the museum to look at that big Seurat."
"It is big, isn't it, and beautiful. Mind if I come partway?"
"No, no. Please, join up."
We walked and he said, "It's on the way to my office, anyway, so we'll have to talk fast. Give me your resume, for old times' sake?"
We walked and I told. Not much for there wasn't much to detail. Fair life as a writer, nicely established, no international fame but a few fans across country and enough income to raise a family. "That's it," I said. "In a nutshell. End of resume."
"Congratulations," he said and seemed to mean it, nodding. "Well done."
"What about you?" I said.
"Well," he said, reluctantly. It was the only time in all the years, then and now, I ever saw him hesitate. He was looking sidewise at a building facade which seemed to make him nervous. I glanced over and saw:
 
HARRY HINDS AND ASSOCIATES
 
FIFTH AND SIXTH FLOORS
 
 
Harry caught my gaze and coughed. "It's nothing. I didn't mean to bring you here. Just passing—"
"My God," I said. "That's quite a building. Do you own the whole thing?'
"Own it, built it," he admitted, brightening somewhat, leaning toward the old young Harry of forty years back. "Not bad, eh?"
"Not bad at all," I said, gasping.
"Well, I'd better let you get on to the Seurat," he said, and shook my hand. "But hold on. Why not? Duck inside for just sixty seconds. Then I'll let you run. Yes?"
"Why not," I said, and he took my elbow and steered me, opening the door ahead of me and bowing a nod and leading me out into the center of a spacious marble lobby, an area some sixty feet high and eighty or ninety feet across, in the center of which was an arboretum with dense jungle foliage below and a buckshot scattering of exotic birds, but with only one singular dramatic piece in the middle.
It was a single tree of some forty or fifty feet in height, but it was hard to tell what kind of tree it was, maple, oak, chestnut, what? because there were no leaves on the tree. It was not even an autumn tree with the proper yellow and red and orange leaves. It was a barren winter tree that reached for a stark sky with empty twigs and branches.
"Ain't she a beaut?" said Harry Hinds, staring up.
"Well," I said.
"Remember when old Cap Trotter, our gym coach, used to make us go out and run around the block six or seven times to teach us manners—"
"I don't recall—"
"Yes, you do," said Harry Hinds, easily, looking at the interior sky. "Well, do you know what I used to do?"
"Beat us. Pull ahead and make the six laps. Win and not breathe hard. I remember now."
"No, you don't." Harry studied the glass roof seventy feet above. "I never ran the laps. After the first two I hid behind a parked car, waited for the last lap to come around, then jumped out and beat thehellout of all of you."
"Sothat'show you did it?" I said.
"The secret of my success," he said. "I've been jumping from behind cars on the last lap for years."
"God damn," I whispered.
"Yeah," he said, and studied the cornices of the interior court.
We stood there for a long moment, like the pilgrims at Lourdes waiting for the daily miracle. If it happened, I was not aware. But Harry Hinds was. He pointed with his nose and eyebrows up, up along that huge tree and said, "See anything up there?"
I looked and shook my head. "Nope."
"Yousure?" said Harry.
I looked again and shook my head.
"The highest branch on the tree?" said Harry.
"Nothing," I said.
"Funny." Harry Hinds snorted faintly. "How come I see it clearly?"
I did not ask what it was he was seeing.
I looked up at the bare tree in the middle of an arboretum in the center of the lobby of the Harold Hinds Foresight Corporation.
Did I expect to see the phantom outlines of a pair of pants way up there on the highest branch?
I did.
But there was nothing there. Only a high branch and no clothing.
Harry Hinds watched me looking at the tree and read my thought.
"Thanks," he said, quietly.
"What?" I said.
"Thanks to you, to all of you, for what you did," he said.
"What'd we do?" I lied.
"You know," he said, quietly. "And thanks. Come on."
And before I could protest, he led the way to the men's and raised his brows, nodding, did I need to go? I did.
Standing at the porcelains, unzipped, Harry looked down as he watered the daisies.
"You know," he smiled, "there isn't a day in my life, when I do this, that I don't remember that day forty years ago and me up the tree and you down below and me peeing on all of you. Not a day passes I don't remember. You, them, and peeing."
Standing there, I froze and did nothing.
Harry finished, zipped up, and stood remembering.
"Happiest day of my life," he said.
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The Highway
THE cooling afternoon rain had come over the valley, touching the corn in the tilled mountain fields, tapping on the dry grass roof of the hut. In the rainy darkness the woman ground corn between cakes of lava rock, working steadily. In the wet lightlessness, somewhere, a baby cried.
Hernando stood waiting for the rain to cease so he might take the wooden plow into the field again. Below, the river boiled brown and thickened in its course. The concrete highway, another river, did not flow at all; it lay shining, empty. A car had not come along it in an hour. This was, in itself, of unusual interest. Over the years there had not been an hour when a car had not pulled up, someone shouting, “Hey there, can we take your picture?” Someone with a box that clicked, and a coin in his hand. If he walked slowly across the field without his hat, sometimes they called, “Oh, we want you with your hat on!” And they waved their hands, rich with gold things that told time, or identified them, or did nothing at all but winked like spider’s eyes in the sun. So he would turn and go back to get his hat.
His wife spoke. “Something is wrong, Hernando?”
“Sí. The road. Something big has happened. Something big to make the road so empty this way.”
He walked from the hut slowly and easily, the rain washing over the twined shoes of grass and thick tire rubber he wore. He remembered very well the incident of this pair of shoes. The tire had come into the hut with violence one night, exploding the chickens and the pots apart! It had come alone, rolling swiftly. The car, off which it had come, had rushed on, as far as the curve, and hung a moment, headlights reflected, before plunging into the river. The car was still there. One might see it on a good day, when the river ran slow and the mud cleared. Deep under, shining its metal, long and low and very rich, lay the car. But then the mud came in again and you saw nothing.
The following day he had carved the shoe soles from the tire rubber.
He reached the highway now, and stood upon it, listening to the small sounds it made in the rain.
Then, suddenly, as if at a signal, the cars came. Hundreds of them, miles of them, rushing and rushing as he stood, by and by him. The big long black cars heading north toward the United States, roaring, taking the curves at too great a speed. With a ceaseless blowing and honking. And there was something about the faces of the people packed into the cars, something which dropped him into a deep silence. He stood back to let the cars roar on. He counted them until he tired. Five hundred, a thousand cars passed, and there was something in the faces of all of them. But they moved too swiftly for him to tell what this thing was.
Finally the silence and emptiness returned. The swift long low convertible cars were gone. He heard the last horn fade.
The road was empty again.
It had been like a funeral cortege. But a wild one, racing, hair out, screaming to some ceremony ever northward. Why? He could only shake his head and rub his fingers softly, at his sides.
Now, all alone, a final car. There was something very, very final about it. Down the mountain road in the thin cool rain, fuming up great clouds of steam, came an old Ford. It was traveling as swiftly as it might. He expected it to break apart any instant. When this ancient Ford saw Hernando it pulled up, caked with mud and rusted, the radiator bubbling angrily.
“May we have some water, please, señor!”
A young man, perhaps twenty-one, was driving. He wore a yellow sweater, an open-collared white shirt and gray pants. In the topless car the rain fell upon him and five young women packed so they could not move in the interior. They were all very pretty and they were keeping the rain from themselves and the driver with old newspapers. But the rain got through to them, soaking their bright dresses, soaking the young man. His hair was plastered with rain. But they did not seem to care. None complained, and this was unusual. Always before they complained; of rain, of heat, of time, of cold, of distance.
Hernando nodded. “I’ll bring you water.”
“Oh, please hurry!” one of the girls cried. She sounded very high and afraid. There was no impatience in her, only an asking out of fear. For the first time Hernando ran when a tourist asked; always before he had walked slower at such requests.
He returned with a hub lid full of water. This, too, had been a gift from the highway. One afternoon it had sailed like a flung coin into his field, round and glittering. The car to which it belonged had slid on, oblivious to the fact that it had lost a silver eye. Until now, he and his wife had used it for washing and cooking; it made a fine bowl.
As he poured the water into the boiling radiator, Hernando looked up at their stricken faces. “Oh, thank you, thank you,” said one of the girls. “You don’t know what this means.”
Hernando smiled. “So much traffic in this hour. It all goes one way. North.”
He did not mean to say anything to hurt them. But when he looked up again there all of them sat, in the rain, and they were crying. They were crying very hard. And the young man was trying to stop them by laying his hands on their shoulders and shaking them gently, one at a time, but they held their papers over their heads and their mouths moved and their eyes were shut and their faces changed color and they cried, some loud, some soft.
Hernando stood with the half-empty lid in his fingers. “I did got mean to say anything, señor,” he apologized.
“That’s all right,” said the driver.
“What is wrong, señor?”
“Haven’t you heard?” replied the young man, turning, holding tightly to the wheel with one hand, leaning forward. “It’s happened.”
This was bad. The others, at this, cried still harder, holding onto each other, forgetting the newspapers, letting the rain fall and mingle with their tears.
Hernando stiffened. He put the rest of the water into the radiator. He looked at the sky, which was black with storm. He looked at the river rushing. He felt the asphalt under his shoes.
He came to the side of the car. The young man took his hand and gave him a peso. “No.” Hernando gave it back. “It is my pleasure.”
“Thank you, you’re so kind,” said one of the girls, still sobbing. “Oh, Mama, Papa. Oh, I want to be home, I want to be home. Oh, Mama, Dad.” And others held her.
“I did not hear, señor,” said Hernando quietly.
“The war!” shouted the young man as if no one could hear. “It’s come, the atom war, the end of the world!”
“Señor, señor,” said Hernando.
“Thank you, thank you for your help. Good-by,” said the young man.
“Good-by,” they all said in the rain, not seeing him.
He stood while the car engaged its gears and rattled off down, fading away, through the valley. Finally it was gone, with the young women in it, the last car, the newspapers held and fluttered over their heads.
Hernando did not move for a long time. The rain ran very cold down his cheeks and along his fingers and into the woven garment on his legs. He held his breath, waiting, tight and tensed.
He watched the highway, but it did not move again. He doubted that it would move much for a very long time.
The rain stopped. The sky broke through the clouds. In ten minutes the storm was gone, like a bad breath. A sweet wind blew the smell of the jungle up to him. He could hear the river moving gently and easily on its way. The jungle was very green; everything was fresh. He walked down through the field to his house and picked up his plow. With his hands on it he looked at the sky beginning to burn hot with the sun.
His wife called out from her work. “What happened, Hernando?”
“It is nothing,” he replied.
He set the plow in the furrow, he called sharply to his burro, “Burrrrrrr-o!” And they walked together through the rich field, under the clearing sky, on their tilled land by the deep river.
“What do they mean, ‘the world’?” he said.
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House Divided
Small fifteen-year-old fingers plucked at the buttons on Chris' trousers like a moth drawn to a flame. He heard whispered words in the dark room that meant nothing, and could not be remembered a moment after they were spoken.
Vivian's lips were so fresh that it was unbelievable. Chris had the feeling that this was a dream. This was a pantomime carried out in the dark, which he could not see. Vivian herself had switched out every light. It had started as every evening like it had started. With Chris and his brother Leo climbing upstairs with Vivian and Shirley, their girl cousins. The girls were both blonde and smiling. Leo was sixteen and clumsy. Chris was twelve and knew nothing of such moths darting in the warm pantomime, or that there was a light shining in him he had never known about, that some girl might want. Shirley was ten, going on eleven, but very curious. Vivian was the ringleader; she was fifteen and beginning to see the world's people.
Chris and Leo had arrived in the family car, acting properly grave, since it was such a grave situation. They walked silently behind Mother and Dad into the Johnsons' house on Buttrick Street, where all the other relatives were gathered in a hushed spell of waiting. Uncle Inar sat by the phone, looking at it, his big hands twitching all by themselves, uneasy animals in his lap.
It was like walking into the hospital itself. Uncle Lester was very badly off. They were waiting for news now from the hospital. Lester had been shot in the stomach on a hunting trip and had lingered half-alive for three days now. So they had come tonight to be together, just in case they received the news of their Uncle Lester's passing. All three sisters and Lester's two brothers were there, with their wives and husbands and children.
After a proper interval of hushed speaking, Vivian had very carefully suggested, "Mama, we'll go upstairs and tell ghost stories, so you grown-ups can talk."
"Ghost stories," said Uncle Inar vaguely. "What a thing to tell tonight. Ghost stories."
Vivian's mama agreed. "You can go upstairs if you're quiet. We don't want any racket."
"Yes, ma'am," said Chris and Leo.
They left the room, walking slowly on the edge of their shoes. Nobody noticed their going. They could have been several phantoms passing for all the attention they got.
Upstairs, Vivian's room had a low couch against one wall, a dressing table with pink-folded silk for a skirt, and flower pictures. There was a green leather diary, fabulously inscribed but securely padlocked on the table, freckles of powder on it. The room smelled sweetly soft and nice.
They sat upon the couch, backs lined neatly against the wall, a row of solemn ramrods, and Vivian, like always, told the first ghost story. They turned out all but one lamp, which was very feeble, and she put her voice low in her rounded breasts and whispered it out.
It was that ancient tale about lying abed late one night, with stars cold in the sky, al alone in a big old house when somethingstarts creeping slowly up the stairs to your room. Some strange and awful visitor from some other world. And as the story advanced, slowly step by step, step by step, your voice got more tense and more whispery and you kept waiting and waiting for that shocking finale.
"Itcrept up to the second step, it stepped up to the third step, it came to the fourth step … "
All four of their hearts had churned to this story a thousand times. Now, again, a cold sweat formed on four anticipatory brows. Chris listened, holding Vivian's hand.
"The strange sounds came on to the sixth step, and rustled to the seventh step, and then to the eighth step … "
Chris had memorized the story, often, and told it often, but no one could tell it quite like Vivian. She was husking it now, like a witch, eyes half shut, body tensed against the wall.
Chris went over the story in his mind, ahead of her. "Ninth, tenth, and eleventh steps. Twelve, thirteen, fourteen steps.Itcame to thetopof the stairs … "
Vivian went on. "Now it's in the hall at the top of the stairs. Outside the door. Now it's coming inside. Now it's closing the door." A pause. "Now it's walking across your room. Now it's passing the bureau. Now it's over your bed. Now it's standing right over you, right over your head … "
A long pause, during which the darkness of the room got darker. Everybody drew in their breath, waiting, waiting.
"I GOTCHA!"
Screaming, then giggling, you burst out! You let the black bat crash into the web. You had built the web of tension and horror so completely inside, minute by minute, step by step, around and around, like a very dainty horrible spider weaving, and in that tumultuous climax when I GOTCHA! flew out at you, like a sickening bat, it shattered the web down in trembling apprehension and laughter. You had to laugh to cover up your old old fear. You shrieked and giggled, all four of you. You hollered and shook the couch and held onto each other. Oh that familiar old story! You rocked back and forth, shivering, breathing fast. Funny how it still scared you after the hundredth telling.
The giggling subsided quickly. Footsteps, real ones, were hurrying up the steps to Vivian's room. By the sound of them Chris knew it was Auntie. The door opened.
"Vivian," cried Auntie. "I told you about noise! Don't you have any respect!"
"All right, Mama. We're sorry."
"I'm sorry, Auntie," said Chris, meaning it. "We just forgot ourselves. We got scared."
"Vivian, you keep them quiet," directed Auntie, her scowl softening. "And if I hear you again you'll all come downstairs."
"We'll be good," said Leo, quietly, earnestly.
"Well, all right, then."
"Has the hospital called?" asked Shirley.
"No," said Auntie, her face changing, remembering. "We expect to hear soon."
Auntie went downstairs. It took another five minutes to get back into the spell of storytelling.
"Who'll tell a story now?" asked Shirley.
"Tell another one, Vivian," said Leo. "Tell the one about the butter with the evil fungus in it."
"Oh, I tell thateverytime," said Vivian.
"I'll tell one," said Chris. "Anewone."
"Swell," said Vivian. "But let's turn out the other light first. It's too light in here."
She bounced up, switched out the last light. She came back through the utter dark and you could smell her coming and feel her beside you, Chris realized. Her hand grabbed his, rightly. "Go on," she said.
"Well … " Chris wound his story up on a spool, getting it ready in his mind. "Well, once upon a time—"
"Oh, we heardthatone before!" they all laughed. The laughter came back from the unseen wall of the room. Chris cleared his throat and started again.
"Well, once upon a time there was a black castle in the woods—"
He had his audience immediately. A castle was a darn nice thing to start with. It wasn't a bad story he had in mind, and he would have told it all the way through, taking fifteen minutes or more to hang it out on a line in the dark bedroom air. But Vivian's fingers were like an impatient spider inside his palm, and as the story progressed he became more aware of her than of the story people.
"—an old witch lived in this black castle—"
Vivian's lips kissed him on the cheek. It was like all her kisses. It was like kisses before bodies were invented. Bodies are invented around about the age of twelve or thirteen. Before that there are only sweet lips and sweet kisses. There is a sweet something about such kisses you never find again after someone puts a body under your head.
Chris didn't have a body yet. Just his face. And, like every time Vivian had ever kissed him, he responded. After all, it was fun and it was as good as eating and sleeping and playing all kinds of games. Her lips were like a subtle sugar, and nothing else. For the past four years since he was eight, every time he met Vivian and that was usually once every month, because she lived on the far side of town, there would be ghost stories and kisses and subtle sugar.
"—well, this witch in this castle—"
She kissed him on the lips, momentarily crumbling the castle. About ten seconds later he had to build it up again.
"—this witch in this castle had a beautiful young daughter named Helga. Helga lived in a dungeon and was treated very poorly by her evil old mother. She was very pretty and—"
The lips returned. This time for a longer stay.
"Go on with the story," said Leo.
"Yeah, hurry up," said Shirley, perturbed.
"—Ah," said Chris, breaking away a little, his breath a bit funny. "—One day the girl escaped from the dungeon and ran out into the woods, and the witch shouted after her—"
From there on the story got slower and slower, and wandered off in aimless, vague, and blundering directions. Vivian pressed close to him, kissing and breathing on his cheek as he told the halting tale. Then, very slowly, and with an architect's wonderful ability, she began to build his body for him! The Lord said ribs and there were ribs. The Lord said stomach and there was stomach! The Lord said legs and there were legs! The Lord said something else and there was something else!
It was funny finding his body under him so suddenly. For twelve years it had never been there. It was a pendulum under a clock, that body, and now Vivian was setting it in motion, touching, urging, rocking it to and fro, until it swung in dizzy warm arcs under the machinery of the head. The clock was now running. A clock cannot run until the pendulum moves. The clock can be whole, ready, and intact and healthy, but until that pendulum is thrust into motion there is nothing but machinery without use.
"—and the girl ran out into the woods—"
"Hurry up, hurry up, Chris!" criticized Leo.
It was like the story of the thing coming up the stairs, one by one, one by one. This whole evening, here, now, in the dark. But—different.
Vivian's fingers deftly plucked at the belt buckle and drew the metal tongue out, loosening it open.
Now she's at the first button.
Now she's at the second button.
Solikethat old story. But this was arealstory.
"—so this girl ran into the woods—"
"You said that before, Chris," said Leo.
Now she's at the third button.
Now she's moved down to the fourth button, oh God, and now to the fifth button, and now—
 
The same words that ended thatotherstory, thevery same two words,but this time shouted passionately, inside, silently, silently, to yourself!
The two words!
The same two words used at the end of the story about the thing coming up the stairs. The same two words at the end!
Chris' voice didn't belong to him anymore:
"—and she ran into something, there was something, there was, well, anyway, this, she … well, she tried … er, someone chased her … or … well, she ran, anyway, and she came, down she went and she ran and then, and then, she—"
Vivian moved against him. Her lips sealed up that story inside him and wouldn't let it out. The castle fell thundering for the last time into ruin, in a burst of blazing flame, and there was nothing in the world but this newly invented body of his and the fact that a girl's body is not so much land, like the hills of Wisconsin, pretty to look at. Here was all the beauty and singing and firelight and warmth in the world. Here was the meaning of all change and all movement and all adjustment.
Far away in the dim hushed lands below a phone rang. It was so faint it was like one of those voices crying in a forgotten dungeon. A phone rang and Chris could hear nothing.
It seemed there was a faint, halfhearted criticism from Leo and Shirley, and then a few minutes later, Chris realized that Leo and Shirley were clumsily kissing one another, and nothing else, just clumsily adjusting faces to one another. The room was silent. The stories were told and all of space engulfed the room.
It was so strange. Chris could only lie there and let Vivian tell him all of it with this dark, unbelievable pantomime. You are not told all of your life of things like this, he thought. You are not told at all. Maybe it is too good to tell, too strange and wonderful to give words about.
Footsteps came up the stairs. Very slow, very sad footsteps this time. Very slow and soft.
"Quick!" whispered Vivian. She pulled away, smoothing her dress. Like a blind man, fingerless, Chris fumbled with his belt buckle and buttons. "Quick!" whispered Vivian.
She flicked the light on and the world shocked Chris with its unreality. Blank walls staring, wide and senseless after the dark; lovely, soft, moving, and secretive dark. And as the footsteps advanced up the stairs, the four of them were once again solemn ramrods against the wall, and Vivian was retelling her story:
"—now he's at the top stair—"
The door opened. Auntie stood there, tears on her face. That was enough in itself to tell, to give the message.
"We just received a call from the hospital," she said. "Your Uncle Lester passed away a few minutes ago."
They sat there.
"You'd better come downstairs," said Auntie.
They arose slowly. Chris felt drunk and unsteady and warm. He waited for Auntie to go out and the others to follow. He came last of all, down into the hushed land of weeping and solemn tightened faces.
As he descended the last step he couldn't help but feel a strange thing moving in his mind. Oh, Uncle Lester, they've taken your body away from you, and I've gotmine,and it isn't fair! Oh, it isn't fair, because this is sogood!
In a few minutes they would go home. The silent house would hold their weeping a few days, the radio would be snapped off for a week, and laughter would come and be throttled in birth.
He began to cry.
Mother looked at him. Uncle Inar looked at him and some of the others looked at him. Vivian, too. And Leo, so big and solemn standing there.
Chris was crying and everybody looked.
But only Vivian knew that he was crying for joy, a warm good crying of a child who has found treasure buried deep and warm in his very body.
"Oh, Chris," said Mother, and came to comfort him. "There, there."
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I Wonder What's Become of Sally
Somebody started playing the yellow-keyed piano, somebody started singing, and somebody, myself, started thinking. The words of the song were slow, sweet, and sad:
 
"I wonder what's become of Sally,
 
That old gal of mine."
 
 
I hummed it. I remembered some more words:
 
"The sunshine's gone from out our alley,
 
Ever since the day Sally went away."
 
 
"I knew a Sally once," I said.
"You did?" said the bartender, not looking at me.
"Sure," I said. "Very first girlfriend. Like the words of that song, makes you wonder, whatever happened to her? Where's she tonight? About all you can do is hope she's happy, married, got five kids, and a husband who isn't late more than once a week, and remembers, or doesn't remember, her birthdays, whichever way she likes it most."
"Why don't you look her up?" said the bartender, still not looking at me, shining a glass.
I drank my drink slowly.
 
"Wherever she may go,
 
Wherever she may be,
 
If no one wants her now,
 
Please send her back to me."
 
 
The people around the piano were finishing the song. I listened, eyes shut.
 
"I wonder what's become of Sally,
 
That old gal of mine."
 
 
The piano stopped. There was a lot of quiet laughter and talk.
I put the empty glass down on the bar and opened my eyes and looked at it for a minute.
"You know," I said to the bartender, "you just gave me an idea … "
Where do I start? I thought, outside on the rainy street in a cold wind, night coming on, buses and cars moving by, the world suddenly alive with sound. Or do you start at all, which is it?
I'd had ideas like this before; I got them all the time. On Sunday afternoons if I overslept I woke up thinking I had heard someone crying and found tears on my face and wondered what year it was and sometimes had to go off and find a calendar just to be sure. On those Sundays I felt there was fog outside the house, and had to go open the door to be sure the sun was still slanting across the lawn. It wasn't anything I could control. It just happened while I was half asleep and the old years gathered around and the light changed. Once, on a Sunday like that, I telephoned clear across the United States to an old school chum, Bob Hartmann. He was glad to hear my voice, or said he was, and we talked for half an hour and it was a nice talk, full of promises. But we never got together, as we had planned; next year, when he came to town, I was in a different mood. But that's how those things go, isn't it? Warm and mellow one second, and the next I looked around and I was gone.
But right now, standing on the street outside of Mike's Bar, I held out my hand and added up my fingers: first, my wife was out of town visiting her mother downstate. Second, tonight was Friday, and a whole free weekend ahead. Third, I remembered Sally very well, if no one else did. Fourth, I just wanted somehow to say, Hello, Sally, how are things? Fifth, why didn't I start?
I did.
 
I got the phone book and went down the lists. Sally Ames. Ames, Ames. I looked at them all. Of course. She was married. That was the bad thing about women: once married they took aliases, vanishing into the earth, and you were lost.
Well then, her parents, I thought.
They were unlisted. Moved or dead.
What about some of her old friends who were once friends of mine? Joan something-or-other. Bob whatsis-name. I drew blanks, and then remembered someone named Tom Welles.
I found Tom in the book and telephoned him.
"Good God, is that you, Charlie?" he cried. "Good grief, come on over. What's new? Lord, it's been years! Why are you—"
I told him what I was calling about.
"Sally? Haven't seen her in years. Hey, I hear you're doing okay, Charlie. Salary in five figures, right? Pretty good for a guy from across the tracks."
There hadn't been any tracks, really; just an invisible line nobody could see but everyone felt.
"Hey, when can we see you, Charlie?"
"Give you a call soon."
"She was a sweet girl, Sally. I've told my wife about her. Those eyes. And hair color that didn't come out of a bottle. And—"
As Tom talked on, a lot of things came back. The way she listened, or pretended to listen, to all my grand talk about the future. It suddenly seemed she had never talked at all. I wouldn't let her. With the sublime dumb ego of a young man I filled up the nights and days with building tomorrows and tearing them down and building them again, just for her. Looking back, I was embarrassed for myself. And then I remembered how her eyes used to take fire and her cheeks flush with my talking, as if everything I said was worth her time and life and blood. But in all the talk, I couldn't remember ever saying I loved her. I should have. I never touched her, save to hold her hand, and never kissed her. That was a sadness now. But I had been afraid that if I ever made one mistake, like kissing, she would dissolve like snow on a summer night, and be gone forever. We went together and talked together, or I talked, rather, for a year. I couldn't remember why we broke up. Suddenly, for no reason, she was gone, around the same time we both left school forever. I shook my head, eyes shut.
"Do you remember, she wanted to be a singer once, she had a swell voice," said Tom. "She—"
"Sure," I said. "It all comes back. So long."
"Wait a minute—" said his voice, being hung back on the receiver hook.
I went back to the old neighborhood and walked around. I went in the grocery stores and asked. I saw a few people who I knew but who didn't remember me. And finally I got a line on her. Yes, she was married. No, they weren't sure of the address. Yes,hisname was Maretti. Somewhere on that street down that way and over a few blocks, or maybe it was the other way.
I checked the name I the phone book. That should have warned me. No phone.
Then by asking questions at some grocery stores down the line, I finally got the Maretti address. Third apartment, fourth floor, rear, number 407.
"Why are you doing this?" I asked myself, going up the stairs, climbing in the dim light in the smell of old food and dust. "Want to show her how well you've done, isthatit?
"No," I told myself. "I just want to see Sally, someone from the old days. I want to get around to telling her what I should have told her years ago, that, in my own way, at one time, I loved her. I never told her that. But I was afraid. I'm not afraid now that it doesn't make any difference.
"You're a fool," I said.
"Yes," I said, "but aren't we all."
I had to stop to rest on the third landing. I had a feeling, suddenly, in the thick smell of ancient cooking, in the close, whispering darkness of TVs playing too loud and distant children crying, that I should walk down out of the house before it was too late.
"But you've come this far. Come on," I said. "One more flight."
I went up the last stairs slowly and stood before an unpainted door. Behind it, people moved and children talked. I hesitated. What would I say? Hello, Sally, remember the old days when we went boating in the park and the trees were green and you were as slender as a blade of grass? Remember the time that—well.
I raised my hand. I knocked on the door.
It opened and a woman answered. I'd say she was about ten years older, maybe fifteen, than me. She was wearing a two-dollar basement dress which didn't fit, and her hair was turning gray. There was a lot of fat in the wrong places, and lines around her tired mouth. I almost said, "I've got the wrong apartment, I'm looking for Sally Maretti." But I didn't say anything. Sally was a good five years younger than me. But this was she, looking out of the door into the dim light. Behind her was a room with a battered lampshade, a linoleum floor, one table, and some old brown overstuffed furniture.
We stood looking at each other across twenty-five years. What could I say? Hello, Sally, I'm back, here I am, prosperous, on the other side of town now, here I am, a good car, home, married, children through school, here I am president of a company, why didn't you marry me and you wouldn't be here? I saw her eyes move to my Masonic ring, to the boutonniere in my lapel, to the clean rim of the new hat in my hand, to my gloves, to my shined shoes, to my Florida-tanned face, to my Bronzini tie. Then her eyes came back to my face. She was waiting for me to do one thing or the other. I did the right thing.
"I beg your pardon," I said. "I'm selling insurance."
"I'm sorry," she said. "We don't need any." She held the door open for just a moment as if at any moment she might burst open.
"Sorry to have botheredyou," I said.
"That's all right," she said.
I looked beyond her shoulder. I had been wrong. There were not five children, but six at the dinner table with the husband, a dark man with a scowl stamped on his brow.
"Close the door!" he said. "There's a draft."
"Good night," I said.
"Good night," she said.
I stepped back and she closed, the door, her eyes still on my face.
I turned and went down the street.
I had just stepped off the bottom of the brownstone steps when I heard a voice call out behind me. It was a woman's voice. I kept walking. The voice called again and I slowed, but did not turn. A moment later someone put a hand on my elbow. Only then did I stop and look around.
It was the woman from apartment 407 above, her eyes almost wild, her mouth gasping, on the point of tears.
"I'm sorry," she said, and almost pulled back but then gathered herself to say, "This is crazy. You don't happen to be, I know you're not, you aren't Charlie McGraw,areyou?"
I hesitated while her eyes searched my face, looking for some halfway familiar feature among all the oldness.
My silence made her uneasy. "No, I didn't really think you were," she said.
"I'm sorry," I said. "Who was he?"
"Oh, God," she said, eyes down, stifling something like a laugh. "I don't know. Maybe a boyfriend, a long time ago."
I took her hand and held it for a moment. "I wish I were," I said. "We should have had a lot to talk about."
"Too much, maybe." A single tear fell from her cheek. She backed off. "Well, you can't have everything."
"No," I said, and gave her back her hand, gently.
My gentleness provoked her to a last question.
"You'resureyou're not Charlie?"
"Charlie must've been a nice fellow."
"The best," she said.
"Well," I said, at last. "So long."
"No," she said. "Good-bye." She spun about and ran to the steps and ran up the steps so quickly that she almost tripped. At the top she whirled suddenly, her eyes brimmed, and lifted her hand to wave. I tried not to wave back but my hand went up.
I stood rooted to the sidewalk for a full half minute before I could make myself move. Jesus, I thought, every love affair I ever had I ruined.
I got back to the bar near closing time. The pianist, for some obscure reason, hating to go home was probably it, was still there.
Taking a double shot of brandy and working on a beer, I said,
"Whatever you do, don't play that piece about wherever she may go, wherever she may be, if no one wants her now, please send her back to me … "
"What song is that?" said the pianist, hands on the keys.
"Something," I said. "Something about … what was her name? Oh, yeah. Sally."
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If MGM Is Killed, Who Gets the Lion?
"Holy Jeez, damn. Christ off the cross!" said Jerry Would.
"Please," said his typist-secretary, pausing to erase a typo in a screenplay, "I have Christian ears."
"Yeah, but my tongue is Bronx, New York," said Would, staring out the window. "Will you just look, take one long fat look atthat!"
The secretary glanced up and saw what he saw, beyond.
"They're repainting the studio. That's Stage One, isn't it?"
"You're damn right. Stage One, where we built theBountyin '34 and shot the Tara interiors in '39 and Marie Antionette's palace in '34 and now, for God's sake, look what they're doing!"
"Looks like they're changing the number."
"Changing the number, hell, they're wiping itout!"
No more One. Watch those guys with the plastic overlays in the alley, holding up the goddamn pieces, trying them for size."
The typist rose and took off her glasses to see better.
"That looks like UGH. What does 'Ugh' mean?"
"Wait till they fit the first letter. See? Is that or is that not an H?"
"H added to UGH. Say, I bet I know the rest. Hughes! And down there on the ground, in small letters, the stencil? 'Aircraft'?"
"Hughes Aircraft, dammit!"
"Since when are we making planes? I know the war's on, but—"
"We're not making any damn planes," Jerry Would cried, turning from the window.
"We're shooting air combat films, then?"
"No, and we're not shooting no damn air films!"
"I don't see … "
"Put your damn glasses back on and look. Think! Why would those SOBs be changing the number for a name, hey? What's the big idea? We're not making an aircraft carrier flick and we're not in the business of tacking together P-38s and—Jesus,nowlook!"
A shadow hovered over the building and a shape loomed in the noon California sky.
His secretary shielded her eyes. "I'll be damned," she said.
"You ain't the only one. You wanna tell me what that thing is?"
She squinted again. "A balloon?" she said. "A barrage balloon?"
"You can say that again, butdon't!"
She shut her mouth, eyed the gray monster in the sky, and sat back down. "How do you want this letter addressed?" she said.
Jerry Would turned on her with a killing aspect. "Who gives a damn about a stupid letter when the world is going to hell? Don't you get the full aspect, the great significance? Why, I ask you, would MGM have to be protected by a barrage—hell, there goesanother! That makestwobarrage balloons!"
"No reason," she said. "We're not a prime munitions or aircraft target." She typed a few letters and stopped abruptly with a laugh. "I'm slow, right? Wearea prime bombing target?"
She rose again and came to the window as the stencils were hauled up and the painters started blow-gunning paint on the side of Stage One.
"Yep," she said, softly, "there it is. AIRCRAFT COMPANY. HUGHES. When does he movein?"
"What, Howie the nut? Howard the fruitcake? Hughes the billionaire bastard?"
"Thatone, yeah."
"He's going nowhere, he still has his pants glued to an office just three miles away. Think! Add it up. MGM is here, right, two miles from the Pacific coast, two blocks away from where Laurel and Hardy ran their tin lizzie like an accordion between trolley cars in 1928! And three miles north of us andalsotwo miles in from the ocean is—"
He let her fill in the blanks.
"Hughes Aircraft?"
He shut his eyes and laid his brow against the window to let it cool. "Give the lady a five-cent seegar."
"I'll be damned," she breathed with revelatory delight.
"You ain't the only one."
"When the Japs fly over or the subs surface out beyond Culver City, the people painting that building and re-lettering the signs hope that the Japs will think Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy are running around Hughes Aircraft two miles north of here, making pictures. And that MGM,here,has Rosie the Riveters and P-38s flying out of that hangar down there all day!"
Jerry Would opened his eyes and examined the evidence below. "I got to admit, a sound stage does look like a hangar. A hangar looks like a sound stage. Put the right labels on them and invite the Japsin. Banzai!"
"Brilliant," his secretary exclaimed.
"You're fired," he said.
"What?"
"Take a letter," said Jerry Would, his back turned.
"Another letter?"
"To Mr. Sid Goldfarb."
"But he's right upstairs."
"Take a letter, dammit, to Goldfarb, Sidney. Dear Sid. Strike that. Just Sid. I am damned angry. What the hell is going on? I walk in the office at eight a.m. and it's MGM. I walk out to the commissary at noon and Howard Hughes is pinching the waitresses' behinds. Whose bright idea was this?"
"Just whatIwondered," his secretary said.
"You're fired," said Jerry Would.
"Go on," she said.
"Dear Sid. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Sid, why weren't we informed that this camouflage would happen? Remember the old joke? We were all hired to watch for icebergs sailing up Culver Boulevard? Relatives of the studio, uncles, cousins? And now the damned iceberg's here. And it wears tennis shoes, a leather jacket, and a mustache over a dirty smile. I been here twelve years, Sidney, and I refuse—aw, hell, finish typing it. Sincerely. No, not sincerely. Angrily yours. Angrily. Where do I sign?"
He tore the letter from the machine and whipped out a pen.
"Now take this upstairs and throw it over the transom."
"Messengers get killed for messages like this."
"Killed is better than fired."
She sat quietly.
"Well?" he said.
"I'm waiting for you to cool down. You may want to tear this letter up, half an hour from now."
"I will not cool down and I will not tear up. Go."
And still she sat, watching his face until the lines faded and the color paled. Then very quietly she folded the letter and tore it across once and tore it across twice and then a third and fourth time. She let the confetti drift into the trash basket as he watched.
"How many times have I fired you today?" he said.
"Just three."
"Four times and you're out. Call Hughes Aircraft."
"I was wondering when you—"
"Don't wonder. Get."
She flipped through the phone book, underlined a number, and glanced up. "Who do you want to talk to?"
"Mr. Tennis Shoes, Mr. Flying Jacket, the billionaire buttinsky."
"You really think he ever answers the phone?"
"Try."
She tried and talked while he gnawed his thumbnail and watched them finish putting up and spraying the AIRCRAFT stencil below.
"Hell and damn," she said at last, in total surprise. She held out the phone. "He'sthere! And answered the phonehimself!"
"You're putting me on!" cried Jerry Would.
She shoved the phone out in the air and shrugged.
He grabbed it. "Hello, who's this? What? Well, say, Howard, I mean Mr. Hughes. Sure. This is MGM Studios. My name? Would. Jerry Would. Youwhat? You heard me? You sawBack to Broadway? AndGlory Years.But sure, you once owned RKO Studios, right? Sure, sure. Say, Mr. Hughes, I got a little problem here. I'll make this short and sweet."
He paused and winked at his secretary.
She winked back. The voice on the line spoke nice and soft.
"What?" said Jerry Would. "Something's going on over atyourplace,too? So you know why I'm calling, sir. Well, they just put up the aircraft letters and spelled out HUGHES on Stage One. You like that, huh? Looks great. Well, I was wondering, Howard, Mr. Hughes, if you could do me a little favor."
Name it, said the quiet voice a long way off.
"I was thinking if the Japs come with the next tide by air or by sea and no Paul Revere to say which, well, when they see those big letters right outside my window, they're sure going to bomb the hell outta what they think is P-38 country and Hughes territory. A brilliant concept, sir, brilliant. Iswhat? Is everyone here at MGM happy with the ruse? They're not dancing in the streets but they do congratulate you for coming up with such a world-shaking plan. Now here's my point. I gotta lot of work to finish. Six films shooting, two films editing, three films starting. What I need is a nice safe place to work, you got the idea? That's it. Yeah. That's it. You got a nice small corner of one of your hangars that—sure! You're way ahead of me. I shouldwhat? Yeah, I'll send my secretary over right after lunch with some files. You got a typewriter? I'll leave mine here. Boy, How—Mr. Hughes, you're a peach. Now, tit for tat, ifyoushould want to move intomyoffice here? Just joking. Okay. Thanks. Thanks. Okay. She'll be there, pronto."
And he hung up.
His secretary sat stolidly, examining him. He looked away, refused to meet her stare. A slow blush moved up his face.
"You'refired," she said.
"Take it easy," he said.
She rose, gathered a few papers, hunted for her purse, applied a perfect lipstick mouth, and stood at the door.
"Have Joey and Ralph bring all the stuff in that top file," she said. "That'll do for starters. You coining?"
"In a moment," he said, standing by the window, still not looking at her.
"What if the Japs figure out this comedy, and bomb therealHughes Aircraft instead of this fake one?"
"Some days," sighed Jerry Would, "you can't win for losing."
"Shall I write a letter to Goldfarb to tell him where you're going?"
"Don't write, call. That way there's no evidence."
A shadow loomed. They both looked up at the sky over the studio.
"Hey," he said, softly, "there's another. Athirdballoon."
"How come," she said, "it looks like a producer I used to know?"
"You're—" he said.
But she was gone. The door shut.
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If Paths Must Cross Again
It was almost unbelievable when they found out. Dave Lacey couldn’t     believe it, and Theda didn’t dare. It shocked them gently, stunned them, then turned them a bit     cold, and they were sad and wondrous all at once.
‘No, it can’t be,’ insisted Theda, clenching his hand. ‘It just can’t. I went     to Central School, the eighth grade, and that was in 1933, and you—’
‘Sure,’ said Dave, delightedly out of breath. ‘I came to town in 1933, right     there to Brentwood, Illinois, I swear it, and I roomed in the YMCA right across the street from     Central School for six months. My parents had divorce troubles in Chicago and packed me off up     there from April to September!’
‘Oh, Lord.’ She sighed. ‘What floor did you live on?’
‘The fifth,’ said he. He lit a cigarette, gave it to her, lit another, and leaned back against the leather wall of the La Bomba     cocktail lounge. Soft music played somewhere in dimness; both paid it no heed. He snapped his     fingers. ‘I used to eat at Mick’s, half a block down the street from the Y.’
‘Mick’s!’ cried Theda. ‘I ate there, too. Mother said it was a horrid greasy     sort of place, so I ate there on the sly. Oh, Lordy, David, all those years ago, and we didn’t     even know it!’
His eyes were distant, thinking back quietly. He nodded gently. ‘Why, I ate     at Mick’s every noon. Sat down at the end where I could watch girls from school walk by in     bright dresses.’
‘And here we are in Los Angeles, two thousand miles away and ten years     removed from it, and I’m twenty-four,’ said Theda, ‘and you’re twenty-nine, and it took us all     these years to meet!’
He shook his head uncomprehendingly. ‘Why didn’t I find you then?’
‘Maybe we weren’t supposed to meet then.’
‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘I was scared. That’s probably it. I was a frightened sort.     Girls had to waylay me. I wore horn-rims and carried thick books under my arm instead of     muscles. Lord, Lord, Theda, darling, I ate more hamburgers at Mike’s.’
‘With big hunks of onion,’ said Theda. ‘And hotcakes with syrup. Remember?’     She began to think and it was hard, looking at him. ‘I don’t remember you, Dave. I send my mind back, searching frantically, back a decade, and I     never saw you then. At least not the way you are now.’
‘Perhaps you snubbed me.’
‘I did if you flirted.’
‘No. I only remember looking at a blond girl.’
‘A blond girl in Brentwood in the year 1933,’ said Theda. ‘In Mike’s at     twelve o’clock on a spring day.’ Theda thought back. ‘How was she dressed?’
‘All I remember is a blue ribbon in her hair, tied in a large bow, and I have     an impression of a blue polka-dot dress and young breasts just beginning to rise. Oh, she was     pretty.’
‘Do you remember her face, Dave?’
‘Only that she was beautiful. You don’t remember single faces out of a crowd     after so much time’s passed. Think of all the people you meet on the street every day,     Theda.’
She closed her eyes. ‘If I’d only known then that I’d meet you later in life,     I would have looked for you.’
He laughed ironically. ‘But you never know those things. You see too many     people every week, every year, and most of them are destined for obscurity. All you can do,     later, is look back at the dim movements of the years and see where your life briefly touched,     flickered against another’s. The same town, the same restaurant, the same food, the same air,     but two different paths and ways of living, oblivious one of the other.’ He kissed her fingers.     ‘I should have kept my eyes open for you, too. But the only     girl I noticed was that blond girl with the ribbon hair.’
It irritated her. ‘We rubbed elbows, we actually passed on the street. Why,     on summer nights, I bet you were down at the carnival at the lake.’
‘Yes, I went down. I looked at the colored lights reflected in the water and     heard the merry-go-round music jangling at the stars!’
‘I remember, I remember,’ she said eagerly. ‘And maybe some nights you went     to the Academy Theatre?’
‘I saw Harold Lloyd’s pictureWelcome Dangerthere     that summer.’
‘Yes, yes. I was there. I remember. And they had a short feature with Ruth     Etting singing “Shine On, Harvest Moon.” Follow the bouncing ball.’
‘You’ve got a memory,’ he said.
‘Darling, so near and yet so far. Do you realize we practically knocked each     other down going by for six months. It’s murderous! Those brief months together and then ten     years until this year. It happens all the time. We live a block from people in New York, never     see them, go to Milwaukee and meet them at a party. And tomorrow night—’
She stopped talking. Her face paled and she held his strong tanned fingers.     Dim lights played off his lieutenant’s bars, winking them strangely, hypnotically.
He had to finish it for her, slowly. ‘Tomorrow night I go away again. Overseas. So damn soon, oh, so damn soon.’ He made a fist and beat     the table slowly, with no noise. After a while he looked at his wristwatch and exhaled. ‘We’d     better go, darling. It’s late.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘Please, Dave, just a moment more.’ She looked at him. ‘I’ve     got the awfulest feeling. I’m scared stiff. I’m sorry.’
He closed his eyes, opened them, looked around, and saw the faces. Theda did     likewise. Perhaps they both thought the same strange thoughts.
‘Look around, Theda,’ he said. ‘Remember all these faces. Maybe, if I don’t     come back, you may meet someone else again and you’ll go with them six months and suddenly     discover that your paths crossed before–on a July night 1944 at a cocktail place called La     Bomba on the Sunset Strip. And, oh yeah, you were with a young lieutenant named David Lacey     that night, whatever happened to him? Oh, he went to war and didn’t come back–and well, by     gosh, you’ll discover that one of these faces in the room right now was here seeing this,     seeing me talk to you now, noting your beauty and hearing me say “I love you, I love you.”     Remember these faces, Theda, and maybe they’ll remember us, and—’
Her fingers went upon his lips, sealing in any other words. She was crying     and afraid and her eyes blinked a wet film through which she saw the many faces of people     looking her way, and she thought of all the paths and patterns, and it was awful, the future,     David—She looked at him again, holding him so tightly, and     she said that she loved him over and over.
And all the rest of the evening he was a boy in horn-rims with books under     his arm, and she was a golden-haired girl with a very blue ribbon tied in her long bright     hair…
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THE INSPIRED CHICKEN MOTEL
It was in the Depression, deep down in the empty soul of the Depression in 1932, when we were heading west by 1928 Buick, that my mother, father, my brother Skip, and I came upon what we ever after called the Inspired Chicken Motel.
It was, my father said, a motel straight out of Revelations. And the one strange chicken at that motel could no more help making said Revelations, writ on eggs, than a holy roller can help going wild with utterances of God, Time, and Eternity writhing along his limbs, seeking passage out the mouth.
Some creatures are given to talents inclined one way, some another. But chickens are the greatest dumb brute mystery of them all. Especially hens who think or intuit messages calcium-scrawled forth in a nice neat hand upon the shells wherein their offspring twitch asleep.
Little did we know that long autumn of 1932, as we blew tires and flung fan belts like lost garters down Highway 66, that somewhere ahead that motel, and that most peculiar chicken, were waiting.
Along the way, our family was a wonderful nest of amiable contempt. Holding the maps, my brother and I knew we were a helluva lot smarter than Dad, Dad knew he was smarter than Mom, and Mom knew she could brain the whole bunch, any time.
That makes for perfection.
I mean, any family that has a proper disrespect, each for the other, can stay together. As long as there is something to fight about, people will come to meals. Lose that and the family disintegrates.
So we leaped out of bed each day hardly able to wait to hear what dumb thing someone might say over the hard-fried bacon and the under-fried scrambleds. The toast was too dark or too light. There was jam for only one person. Or it was a flavor that two out of four hated. Hand us a set of bells and we could ring all the wrong changes. If Dad claimed he was still growing, Skip and I ran the tape measure out to prove he'd shrunk during the night. That's humanity. That's nature. That's family.
But like I said, there we were grousing down Illinois, quarreling through the leaf change in the Ozarks autumn where we stopped sniping all of ten minutes to see the fiery colors. Then, pot-shotting and sniveling across Kansas and Oklahoma we plowed into a fine deep-red muck and slid off the road on a detour where each of us could bless himself and blame others for the excavations, the badly painted signs, and the lack of brakeage in our old Buick. Out of the ditch, we unloaded ourselves into a great Buck-a-Night Bungalow Court in a murderers' ambush behind a woods and on the rim of a deep rock-quarry where our bodies might be found years later at the bottom of a lost and sourceless lake, and spent the night counting the rain that leaked in through the shingle-sieve roof and fighting over who had the most covers on the wrong side of the bed.
The next day was even better. We steamed out of the rain into 100-degree heat that took the sap and spunk out of us, save for a few ricochet slaps Dad threw at Skip but landed on me. By noon we were sweated fresh out of contempt, and were settling into a rather refined if exhausted period of familiar insult, when we drove up by this chicken farm outside Amarillo, Texas.
We sat up, instantly.
Why?
Because we found that chickens are kicked the same as families kick each other, to get them out of the way.
We saw an old man boot a rooster and smile as he came toward the auto gate. We all beamed. He leaned in to say he rented rooms for fifty cents a night, the price being low because the smell was high.
The starch being out of Dad, and him sunk in a despond of good will, and this looking like another dandy place to raise grouse, he turned in his chauffeur's cap and shelled out fifty cents in nickels and pennies.
Our great expectations were not punctured. The flimsy room we moved into was a beaut. Not only did all the springs give injections wherever you put flesh down, but the entire bungalow suffered from an oft-rehearsed palsy. Its foundations were still in shock from the thousand mean invaders who had cried "Timber!" and fallen upon the impaling beds.
By its smell, some wild parries had died here. There was an odor of false sincerity and lust masquerading as love. A wind blew up between the floorboards redolent of chickens under the bungalow who spent nights running crazy from diarrhea induced by pecking the bathtub liquor that seeped down through the fake Oriental linoleum.
Anyway, once we had hunched in out of the sun and slunk through a cold pork-and-beans-on-bread lunch, with white oleo-margarine greasing it down the ways, my brother and I found a desert creek nearby and heaved rocks at each other to cool off. That night we went into town and found a greasy spoon and read the flyspecks and fought off the crickets that came into the cafe to skinnydip in the soup. We saw a ten-cent James Cagney gangster movie and came out heading back to the chicken ranch delighted with all the mayhem, the Great Depression gone and forgotten.
At eleven that hot night everyone in Texas was awake because of the heat. The landlady, a frail woman whose picture I had seen in every newsphoto of Dust Bowl country, eroded down to the bones but with a fragile sort of candlelight hollowed in her eyes, came to sit and chat with us about the eighteen million unemployed and what might happen next and where we were going and what would next year bring.
Which was the first cool respite of the day. A cold wind blew out of tomorrow. We grew restive. I looked at my brother, he looked at Mom, Mom looked at Dad, and we were a family, no matter what, and we were together tonight, going somewhere.
"Well … " Dad took out a road map and unfolded it and showed the lady where he had marked in red ink as if it was a chart of our four lives' territory, just how we would live in the days ahead, just how survive, just how make do, sleep just so, eat how much, and sleep with no dreams guaranteed. "Tomorrow"—he touched the roads with one nicotine-stained finger—"we'll be in Tombstone. Day after that Tucson. Stay in Tucson looking for work. We got enough cash for two 'weeks there if we cut it close. No jobs there, we move on to San Diego. Got a cousin there in Customs Inspection on the docks. We figure one week in San Diego, three weeks in Los Angeles. Then we've just enough money to head home to Illinois, where we can put in on relief or, who knows, maybe get our job back at the Power and Light Company that laid me off six months ago."
"I see," said the landlady.
And she did see. For all eighteen million people had come along this road and stopped here going somewhere anywhere nowhere and then going back to the nowhere somewhere anywhere they had got lost from in the first place and, not needed, gone wandering away.
"What kind of job are you looking for?" asked the landlady.
And it was a joke. She knew it as soon as she said it. Dad thought about it and laughed. Mother laughed. My brother and I laughed. We all laughed together.
For of course no one asked whatkindof job, there were just jobs to be found, jobs without names, jobs to buy gas and feed faces and maybe, on occasion, buy ice-cream cones. Movies? They were something to be seen once a month, perhaps. Beyond that, my brother and I snuck in around back theaters or in side doors or down through basements up through orchestra pits or up fire escapes and down into balconies. Nothing could keep us from Saturday matinees except Adolph Menjou.
We all stopped laughing. Sensing that a proper time had come for a particular act, the landlady excused herself, went out, and in a few minutes returned. She brought with her two small gray cardboard boxes. The way she carried them at first it almost seemed she was bearing the family heirlooms or the ashes of a beloved uncle. She sat and held the two small boxes on her aproned lap for a long moment, shielding them quietly. She waited with the inherent sense of drama most people learn when small quick events must be slowed and made to seem large.
And strangely, we were moved by the hush of the woman herself, by the lostness of her face. For it was a face in which a whole lifetime of lostness showed. It was a face in which children, never born, gave cry. Or it was a face in which children, born, had passed to be buried not in the earth but in her flesh. Or it was a face in which children, born, raised, had gone off over the world never to write. It was a face in which her life and the life of her husband and the ranch they lived on struggled to survive and somehow managed. God's breath threatened to blow out her wits, but somehow, with awe at her own survival, her soul stayed lit.
Any face like that, with so much loss in it, when it finds something to hold and look at, how can you help but pay attention?
For now our landlady was holding out the boxes and opening the small lid of the first.
And inside the first box …
"Why," said Skip, "it's just an egg … "
"Look close," she said.
And we all looked close at the fresh white egg lying on a small bed of aspirin-bottle cotton.
"Hey," said Skip.
"Oh, yeah," I whispered. "Hey."
For there in the center of the egg, as if cracked, bumped and formed by mysterious nature, was the skull and horns of a longhorn steer.
It was as fine and beautiful as if a jewelsmith had worked the egg some magic way to raise the calcium in obedient ridges to shape that skull and those prodigious horns. It was, therefore, an egg any boy would have proudly worn on a string about his neck or carried to school for friends to gasp over and appraise.
"This egg," said our landlady, "was laid, with this design on it, exactly three days ago."
Our hearts beat once or twice. We opened our mouths to speak. "It—"
She shut the box. Which shut our mouths. She took a deep breath, half closed her eyes, then opened the lid of the second box.
Skip cried, "I bet I know what's—"
His guess would have been right.
In the second box, revealed, lay a second fat white egg on cotton.
"There," said the lady who owned the motel and the chicken ranch way out in the middle of the land under a sky that went on forever and fell over the horizon into more land that went on forever and more sky over that.
We all bent forward, squinting.
For there were words written on this egg in white calcium outline, as if the nervous system of the chicken, moved by strange night talks that only it could hear, had lettered the shell in painful half-neat inscriptions.
And the words we saw upon the egg were these:
REST IN PEACE. PROSPERITY IS NEAR.
And suddenly it was very quiet.
We had begun to ask questions about that: first egg. Our mouths had jumped wide to ask: Flow could a chicken, in its small insides, make marks on shells? Was the hen's wristwatch machinery tampered with by outside influences? Had God used that small and simple beast as a Ouija board on which to spell out shapes, forms, remonstrances, unveilings?
But now, with the second egg before us, our mouths stayed numbly shut.
REST IN PEACE. PROSPERITY IS NEAR.
Dad could not take his eyes from that egg.
Nor could any of us.
Our lips moved at last, saying the words soundlessly.
Dad looked up, once, at our landlady. She gazed back at him with a gaze that was as calm, steady and honest as the plains were long, hot, empty, and dry. The light of fifty years withered and bloomed there. She neither complained nor explained. She had found an egg beneath a hen. Here the egg was. Look at it, her face said. Read the words. Then … please … read them again.
We inhaled and exhaled.
Dad turned slowly at last and walked away. At the screen door he looked back and his eyes were blinking rapidly. He did not put his hand up to his eyes, but they were wet and bright and nervous. Then he went out the door and down the steps and between the old bungalows, his hands deep in his pockets.
My brother and I were still staring at that egg, when the landlady closed the lid, carefully, rose, and went to the door. We followed, silent.
Outside, we found Dad standing in the last of the sun and the first of the moon by the wire fence. We all looked over at ten thousand chickens veering this way and that in tides, suddenly panicked by wind or startled by cloud shadows or dogs barking off on the prairie, or a lone car moving on the hot-tar road.
"There," said our landlady. "There she is."
She pointed at the sea of rambling fowl.
We saw thousands of chickens hustling, heard thousands of bird voices suddenly raised, suddenly dying away.
"There's my pet, there's my precious. See?"
She held her hand steady, moving it slowly to point to one particular hen among the ten thousand. And somewhere in all the flurry …
"Isn't shegrand?"said our landlady.
I looked, I stood on tiptoe, I squinted. I stared wildly.
"There! I think—!" cried my brother.
"The white one," supplied our landlady, "with ginger flecks."
I looked at her. Her face was very serene. She knew her hen. She knew the look of her love. Even if we could not find and see, the hen was there, like the world and the sky, a small fact in much that was large.
"There," said my brother, and stopped, confused. "No, there. No, wait … overthere!"
"Yeah," I said. "I see him!"
"Her, you dimwit!"
"Her!" I said.
And for a brief moment I thought Ididsee one chicken among many, one grand bird whiter than the rest, plumper than the rest, happier than the rest, faster, more frolicsome and somehow strutting proud. It was as if the sea of creatures parted before our Bible gaze to show us, alone among island shadows of moon on warm grass, a single bird transfixed for an instant before a final dog bark and a rifle shot from a passing car exhaust panicked and scattered the fowls. The hen was gone.
"Yousaw?" asked the landlady, holding to the wire fence, searching for her love lost in the rivering hens.
"Yes." T could not see my father's face, whether it was serious or if he gave a dry smile to himself. "I saw."
He and mother walked back to our bungalow.
But the landlady and Skip and I stayed on at the fence not saying anything, not even pointing any more, for at least another ten minutes.
Then it was time for bed.
I lay there wide awake with Skip. For I remembered all the other nights when Dad and Mom talked and we liked to listen to them talk about grown-up things and grown-up places, Mother asking concerned and Dad answering final and very sure and calm and quiet. Pot of Gold, End of Rainbow. I didn't believe in that. Land of Milk and Honey. I didn't believe in that. We had traveled far and seen too much for me to believe … but …
Someday My Ship Will Come in …
I believed that.
Whenever I heard Dad say it, tears welled in my eyes. I had seen such ships on Lake Michigan summer morns coming in from festivals across the water full of merry people, confetti on the air, horns blowing, and in my private dream, projected onmybedroom wall through countless nights, there we stood on the dock, Mom, Dad, Skip, and I, and the ship huge, snow-white, coming in with millionaires on her upper decks tossing not confetti but greenbacks and gold coins down in a clattering rain all around, so we danced to catch and dodge and cry Ouch! when hit about the ears by especially fierce coins or laughed, when licked by a snow flurry of cash … Mom asked about it. Dad answered. And in the night, Skip and I went down in the same dream to wait on a dock.
And this night here, lying in bed, after a long while I said, "Dad? What does it mean?"
"What doeswhatmean?" said Dad, way over there in the dark with Mom.
"The message on the egg. Does it mean the Ship? It'll come in soon?" There was a long silence.
"Yes," said Dad. "That's what it means. Go to sleep, Doug."
"Yes, sir." And, weeping tears, I turned away.
We drove out of Amarillo at six the next morning in order to beat the heat, and for the first hour out we didn't say anything because we weren't awake, and for the second hour we said nothing because we were thinking about the night before. And then at last Dad's coffee started perking in him and he said:
"Ten thousand."
We waited for him to go on and he did, shaking his head slowly:
"Ten thousand dumb chickens. Andoneof them, out of nowhere, takes it to mind to scribble us a note."
"Dad," said Mom.
And her voice by its inflection said, You don't reallybelieve?
"Yeah, Dad," said my brother in the same voice, with the same faint criticism.
"It's something to think about," said Dad, his eyes just on the road, riding easy, his hands on the wheel not gripping tight, steering our small raft over the desert. Just beyond the hill was another hill and beyond that another hill, but just beyondthat … ?
Mother looked over at Dad's face and hadn't the heart to say his name in just that way right now. She looked back at the road and said so we could barely hear it:
"How did it go again?"
Dad took us around a long turn in the desert highway toward White Sands, and then he cleared his throat and cleared a space on the sky ahead as he drove and said, remembering:
"Rest in Peace. Prosperity Is Near."
I let another mile go by before I said, "How much … unh. How much … an egg like that worth. Dad?"
"There's no putting a human price on a thing like that," he said, not looking back, just driving for the horizon, just going on. "Boy, you can't set a price on an egg like that, laid by an inspired chicken at the Inspired Chicken Motel. Years from now, that's what we'll call it. The Inspired Chicken Motel."
We drove on at an even forty miles an hour into the heat and dust of day-after-tomorrow.
My brother didn't hit me, I didn't hit my brother, carefully, secretly, until just before noon when we got out to water the flowers by the side of the road.
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Junior
It was on the morning of October 1 that Albert Beam, aged eighty-two, woke to find an incredible thing had happened, if not in the night, miraculously at dawn.
He witnessed a warm and peculiar rise two-thirds of the way down the bed, under the covers. At first he thought he had drawn up one knee to ease a cramp, but then, blinking, he realized—
It was his old friend, Albert, Junior.
Or just Junior, as some frolicsome girl had dubbed it, how long, oh God … some sixty years ago!
And Junior was alive, well, and freshly alert.
Hallo, thought Albert Beam, Senior, to the scene, that’s the first time he’s waked before me since July 1970.
July1970!
He stared. And the more he stared and mused, the more Junior blushed unseen; all resolute, a true beauty.
Well, thought Albert Beam, I’ll just wait for him to go away.
He shut his eyes and waited, but nothing happened. Or rather, itcontinuedto happen. Junior did not go away. He lingered, hopeful for some new life.
Hold on! thought Albert Beam. Itcan’tbe.
He sat bolt upright, his eyes popped wide, his breath like a fever in his mouth.
‘Are you going tostay?’ he cried down at his old and now bravely obedient friend.
Yes! he thought he heard a small voice say.
For as a young man, he and his trampoline companions had often enjoyed Charlie McCarthy talks with Junior, who was garrulous and piped up with outrageously witty things. Ventriloquism, amidst Phys. Ed. II, was one of Albert Beam’s most engaging talents.
Which meant that Junior was talented, too.
Yes! the small voice seemed to whisper.Yes!
Albert Beam bolted from bed. He was halfway through his personal phonebook when he realized all the old numbers still drifted behind his left ear. He dialed three of them, furiously, voice cracking.
‘Hello.’
‘Hello!’
‘Hello!’
From this island of old age now he called across a cold sea toward a summer shore. There, three women answered. Still reasonably young, trapped between fifty and sixty, they gasped, crowed and hooted when Albert Beam stunned them with the news:
‘Emily, you won’t believe—’
‘Cora, amiracle!’
‘Elizabeth, Junior’s back.’
‘Lazarus has returned!’
‘Drop everything!’
‘Hurry over!’
‘Good-bye, good-bye,good-bye!’
He dropped the phone, suddenly fearful that after all the alarums and excursions, this Most Precious Member of the Hot-Dog Midnight Dancing-Under-the-Table Club might dismantle. He shuddered to think that Cape Canaveral’s rockets would fall apart before the admiring crowd could arrive to gape in awe.
Such was not the case.
Junior, steadfast, stayed on, frightful in demeanor, a wonder to behold.
Albert Beam, ninety-five percent mummy, five percent jaunty peacock lad, raced about his mansion in his starkers, drinking coffee to give Junior courage and shock himself awake, and when he heard the various cars careen up the drive, threw on a hasty robe. With hair in wild disarray he rushed to let in three girls who were not girls, nor maids, and almost ladies.
But before he could throw the door wide, they were storming it with jackhammers, or so it seemed, their enthusiasm was so manic.
They burst through, almost heaving him to the floor, and waltzed him backward into the parlor.
One had once been a redhead, the next a blond, the third a brunette. Now, with various rinses and tints obscuring past colors false and real, each a bit more out of breath than the next, they laughed and giggled as they carried Albert Beam along through his house. And whether they were flushed with merriment or blushed at the thought of the antique miracle they were about to witness, who could say? They were scarcely dressed, themselves, having hurled themselves into dressing-gowns in order to race here and confront Lazarus triumphant in the tomb!
‘Albert, is ittrue?’
‘Nojoke?’
‘You once pinched our legs, now are youpullingthem?!’
‘Chums!’
Albert Beam shook his head and smiled a great warm smile, sensing a similar smile on the hidden countenance of his Pet, his Pal, his Buddy, his Friend. Lazarus, impatient, jogged in place.
‘No jokes. No lies. Ladies, sit!’
The women rushed to collapse in chairs and turn their rosy faces and July Fourth eyes full on the old moon rocket expert, waiting for countdown.
Albert Beam took hold of the edges of his now purposely elusive bathrobe, while his eyes moved tenderly from face to face.
‘Emily, Cora, Elizabeth,’ he said, gently, ‘how special you were, are, and willalwaysbe.’
‘Albert, dear Albert, we’re dying with curiosity!’
‘A moment, please,’ he murmured. ‘I need to –remember.’
And in the quiet moment, each gazed at the other, and suddenly saw the obvious; something never spoken of in their early afternoon lives, but which now loomed with the passing years.
The simple fact was that none of them had ever grown up.
They had used each other to stay in kindergarten, or at the most, fourth grade, forever.
Which meant endless champagne noon lunches, and prolonged late night foxtrot/waltzes that sank down in nibblings of ears and founderings in grass.
None had ever married, none had ever conceived of the notion of children, much less conceived them, so none had raised any family save the one gathered here, and they had not so much raised each other as prolonged an infancy and lingered an adolescence. They had responded only to the jolly or wild weathers of their souls and their genetic dispositions.
‘Listen, dear, dear, ladies,’ whispered Albert Beam.
They continued to stare at each other’s masks with a sort of fevered benevolence. For it had suddenly struck them that while they had been busy making each other happy they had made no one elseunhappy!
It was something to sense that by some miracle they’d given each other only minor wounds and those long since healed, for here they were, forty years on, still friends in remembrance of three loves.
‘Friends,’ thought Albert Beam aloud. ‘That’swhat we are.Friends!’
Because, many years ago, as each beauty departed his life on good terms, another had arrived on better. It was the exquisite precision with which he had clocked them through his existence that made them aware of their specialness as women unafraid and so never jealous.
They beamed at one another.
What a thoughtful and ingenious man, to have made them absolutely and completely happy before he sailed on to founder in old age.
‘Come, Albert, my dear,’ said Cora.
‘The matinée crowd’s here,’ said Emily.
‘Where’s Hamlet?’
‘Ready?’ said Albert Beam. ‘Get set?’
He hesitated in the final moment, since it was to be his last annunciation or manifestation or whatever before he vanished into the halls of history.
With trembling fingers that tried to remember the difference between zippers and buttons, he took hold of the bathrobe curtains on the theater, as ’twere.
At which instant a most peculiar loud hum bumbled beneath his pressed lips.
The ladies popped their eyes and smartened up, leaning forward.
For it was that grand moment when the Warner Brothers logo vanished from the screen and the names and titles flashed forth in a fountain of brass and strings by Steiner or Korngold.
Was it a symphonic surge fromDark VictoryorThe Adventures of Robin Hoodthat trembled the old man’s lips?
Was it the score fromElizabeth and Essex, Now, VoyagerorThe Petrified Forest?
Petrified forest!? Albert Beam’s lips cracked with the joke of it. How fitting for him, for Junior!
The music rose high, higher, highest, and exploded from his mouth.
‘Ta-tah!’ sang Albert Beam.
He flung wide the curtain.
The ladies cried out in sweet alarms.
For there, starring in the last act of Revelations, was Albert Beam the Second.
Or perhaps, justifiably proud, Junior!
Unseen in years, he was an orchard of beauty and sweet Eden’s Garden, all to himself.
Was he both AppleandSnake?
Hewas!
Scenes fromKrakatoa, the Explosion that Rocked the Worldteemed through the ladies’ sugar-plum minds. Lines like ‘Only God Can Make a Tree’ leaped forth from old poems. Cora seemed to recall the score fromLast Days of Pompeii, Elizabeth the music fromRise and Fall of the Roman Empire. Emily, suddenly shocked back into 1927, babbled the inane words to ‘Lucky Lindy … Spirit of St. Louis, high, stay aloft … we’rewithyou …!’
The musical trio quieted into a sort of twilight-in-mid-morning-holy-hour, a time for veneration and loving regard. It almost seemed that a wondrous illumination sprang forth from the Source, the Shrine at which they gathered as motionless worshippers, praying that the moment would be prolonged by their silent alleluias.
And it was prolonged.
Albert Beam and Junior stood as one before the throng, a large smile on the old man’s face, a smaller one on Junior’s.
Time-travel shadowed the ladies’ faces.
Each remembered Monte Carlo or Paris or Rome or splash-dancing the Plaza Hotel fount that night centuries ago with Scott and Zelda. Suns and moons rose and set in their eyes and there was no jealousy, only lives long lost but brought back and encircled in this moment.
‘Well,’ everyone whispered, at last.
One by one, each of the three pal-friends stepped forward to kiss Albert Beam lightly on the cheek and smile up at him and then down at the Royal Son, that most Precious Member who deserved to be patted, but was not, in this moment, touched.
The three Grecian maids, the retired Furies, the ancient vest porch goddesses, stepped back a way to line up for a final view-halloo.
And the weeping began.
First Emily, then Cora, then Elizabeth, as all summoned back some midnight collision of young fools who somehow survived the crash.
Albert Beam stood amidst the rising salt sea, until the tears also ran free from his eyes.
And whether they were tears of somber remembrance for a past that was not a golden pavane, or celebratory wails for a present most salubrious and enchanting, none could say. They wept and stood about, not knowing what to do with their hands.
Until at last, like small children peering in mirrors to catch the strangeness and mystery of weeping, they ducked under to look at each other’s sobs.
They saw each other’s eyeglasses spattered with wet salt stars from the tips of their eyelashes.
‘Oh,hah!’
And the whole damned popcorn machine exploded into wild laughter.
‘Oh,heee!’
They turned in circles with the bends. They stomped their feet to get the barks and hoots of hilarity out. They became weak as children at four o’clock tea, that silly hour when anything said is the funniest crack in all the world and the bones collapse and you wander in dazed circles to fall and writhe in ecstasies of mirth on the floor.
Which is what now happened. The ladies let gravity yank them down to flag their hair on the parquetry, their last tears flung like bright comets from their eyes as they rolled and gasped, stranded on a morning beach.
‘Gods! Oh! Ah!’ The old man could not stand it. Their earthquake shook and broke him. He saw, in this final moment, that his pal, his dear and precious Junior, had at last in all the shouts and snorts and happy cries melted away like a snow memory and was now a ghost.
And Albert Beam grabbed his knees, sneezed out a great laugh of recognition at the general shape, size and ridiculousness of birthday-suit humans on an indecipherable earth, and fell.
He squirmed amidst the ladies, chuckling, flailing for air. They dared not look at each other for fear of merciless heart attacks from the seal barks and elephant trumpetings that echoed from their lips.
Waiting for their mirth to let go, they at last sat up to rearrange their hair, their smiles, their breathing and their glances.
‘Dear me, oh, dear, dear,’ moaned the old man, with a last gasp of relief. ‘Wasn’t that the best ever, the finest, the loveliest time we have ever had anytime, anywhere, in all the great years?’
All nodded ‘yes.’
‘But,’ said practical Emily, straightening her face, ‘drama’s done. Tea’s cold. Time to go.’
And they gathered to lift the old tentbones of the ancient warrior, and he stood among his dear ones in a glorious warm silence as they clothed him in his robe and guided him to the front door.
‘Why?’ wondered the old man. ‘Why? Why did Junior return onthisday?’
‘Silly!’ cried Emily. ‘It’s your birthday!’
‘Well, happyme! Yes, yes.’ He mused. ‘Well, do you imagine, maybe, next year, and the next, will I be gifted thesame?’
‘Well,’ said Cora.
‘We—’
‘Not in this lifetime,’ said Emily, tenderly.
‘Good-bye, dear Albert, fine Junior,’ said each.
‘Thanks for all of my life,’ said the old man.
He waved and they were gone, down the drive and off into the fine fair morning.
He waited for a long while and then addressed himself to his old pal, his good friend, his now sleeping forever companion.
‘Come on, Fido, here, boy, time for our pre-lunch nap. And, who knows, with luck we may dream wild dreams until tea!’
And, my God, he thought he heard the small voice cry,then won’t we be famished!?
‘Wewill!’
And the old man, half-asleep on his feet, and Junior already dreaming, fell flat forward into a bed with three warm and laughing ghosts …
And so slept.
Annotation





THE KILIMANJARO DEVICE
I arrived in the truck very early in the morning. I had been driving all night, for I hadn't been able to sleep at the motel so I thought I might as well drive and I arrived among the mountains and hills near Ketchum and Sun Valley just as the sun carne up and I was glad I had kept busy with driving.
I drove into the town itself without looking up at that one hill. I was afraid if I looked at it, I would make a mistake. It was very important not to look at the grave. At least that is how I felt. And I had to go on my hunch.
I parked the truck in front of an old saloon and walked around the town and talked to a few people and breathed the air and it was sweet and clear. I found a young hunter, but he was wrong; I knew that after talking to him for a few minutes. I found a very old man, but he was no better. Then I found me a hunter about fifty, and he was just right. He knew, or sensed, everything I was looking for.
I bought him a beer and we talked about a lot of things, and then I bought him another beer and led the conversation around to what I was doing here and why I wanted to talk to him. We were silent for a while and I waited, not showing my impatience, for the hunter, on his own, to bring up the past, to speak of other days three years ago, and of driving toward Sun Valley at this time or that and what he saw and knew about a man who had once sat in this bar and drunk beer and talked about hunting or gone hunting out beyond.
And at last, looking off at the wall as if it were the highway and the mountains, the hunter gathered up his quiet voice and was ready to speak.
"That old man," he said. "Oh, that old man on the road. Oh, that poor old man."
I waited.
"I just can't get over that old man on the road," he said, looking down now into his drink.
I drank some more of my beer, not feeling well, feeling very old myself and tired.
When the silence prolonged itself, I got out a local map and laid it on the wooden table. The bar was quiet. It was midmorning and we were completely alone there.
"This is where you saw him most often?" I asked.
The hunter touched the map three times. "I used to see him walking here. And along there. Then he'd cut across the land here. That poor old man. I wanted to tell him to keep off the road. I didn't want to hurt or insult him. You don't tell a man like that about roads or that maybe he'll be hit. If he's going to be hit, well that's it. You figure it's his business, and you go on. Oh, but he was old there at the last."
"He was," I said, and folded the map and put it in my pocket.
"You another of those reporters?" said the hunter.
"Not quitethose," I said.
"Didn't mean to lump you in with them," he said.
"No apology needed," I said. ''Let's just say I was one of his readers."
"Oh, he had readers all right, all kinds of readers. Even me. I don't touch books from one autumn to the next. But I touched his. I think I liked the Michigan stories best. About the fishing. 1 think the stories about the fishing are good. I don't think anybody ever wrote about fishing that way and maybe won't ever again. Of course, the bullfight stuff is good, too. But that's a little far off. Some of the cowpokes like them; they been around the animals all their life. A bull here or a bull there, I guess it's the same. I know one cowpoke has read just the bull stuff in the Spanish stories of the old man's forty times. He could go over there and fight, I swear."
"I think all of us felt," I said, "at least once in our lives, when we were young, we could go over there, after reading the bull stuff in the Spanish stories, that we could go over there and fight. Or at least jog ahead of the running of the bulls, in the early morning, with a good drink waiting at the other end of the run, and your best girl with you there for the long weekend."
I stopped. I laughed quietly. For my voice had, without knowing, fallen into the rhythm of his way of saying, either out of his mouth, or from his hand. I shook my head and was silent.
"You been up to the grave yet?" asked the hunter, as if he knew I would answer yes.
"No," I said.
That really surprised him. He tried not to show it.
"They all go up to the grave," he said.
"Not this one."
He explored around in his mind for a polite way of asking. "I mean … " he said. "Whynot?"
"Because it's the wrong grave," I said.
"All graves are wrong graves when you come down to it," he said.
"No," I said. "There are right graves and wrong ones, just as there are good times to die and bad times."
He nodded at this. I had come back to something he knew, or at least: smelled was right.
"Sure, I knew men," he said, "died just perfect. You always felt, yes, that was good. One man I knew, sitting at the table waiting for supper, his wife in the kitchen, when she came in with a big bowl of soup there he was sitting dead and neat at the table. Bad for her, but, I mean, wasn't that a good way for him? No sickness. No nothing but sitting there waiting for supper to come arid never knowing if it came or not. Like another friend. Had an old dog. Fourteen years old. Dog was going blind and tired. Decided at last to take the dog to the pound and have him put to sleep. Loaded the old blind tired dog on the front seat of his car. The dog licked his hand, once. The man felt awful. He drove toward the pound. On the way there, with not one sound, the dog passed away, died on the front seat, as if he knew and, knowing, picked the better way, just handed over his ghost, and there you are. That's what you're talking about, right?"
I nodded.
"So you think that grave up on the hill is a wrong grave for a right man, do you?"
"That's about it," I said.
"You think there are all kinds of graves along the road for all of us?"
"Could be," I said.
"And if we could see all our life one way or another, we'd choose better? At the end, looking back," said the hunter, "we'd say, hell,thatwas the year and the place, not theotheryear and the other place, but that one year, that one place. Would we say that?"
"Since we have to choose or be pushed finally," I said, "yes."
"That's a nice idea," said the hunter. "But how many of us have that much sense? Most of us don't have brains enough to leave a party when the gin runs out. We hang around."
"We hang around," I said, "and what a shame."
We ordered some more beer.
The hunter drank half the glass and wiped his mouth.
"So what can you do about wrong graves?" he said.
"Treat them as if they didn't exist," I said. "And maybe they'll go away, like a bad dream."
The hunter laughed once, a land of forlorn cry. "God, you're crazy. But I like listening to crazy people. Blow some more."
"That's all," I said.
"Are you the Resurrection and the Life?" said the hunter.
"No."
"You going to say Lazarus come forth?"
"No."
"What then?"
"I just want, very late in the day," I said, "to choose right places, right times, right graves."
"Drink that drink," said the hunter. "You need it. Who in hell sent you?"
"Me," I said. "I did. And some friends. We all chipped in and picked one out of ten. We bought that truck out on the street and I drove it across country. On the way I did a lot of hunting and fishing to put myself in the right frame. I was in Cuba last year. Spain the summer before. Africa the summer before that. I got a lot to think about. That's why they picked me."
"To dowhat,to dowhat,goddammit?" said the hunter urgently, half wildly, shaking his head. "You can't do anything. It's all over."
"Most of it," I said. "Come on."
I walked to the door. The hunter sat there. At last, examining the fires lit in my face by my talking, he grunted, got up, walked over, and came outside with me.
I pointed at the curb. We looked together at the truck parked there.
"I've seen those before," he said. "A truck like that, in a movie. Don't they hunt rhino from a truck like that? And lions and things like that? Or at least travel in them around Africa?"
"You remember right."
"No lions around here," he said. "No rhino, no water buffalo, nothing."
"No? "I asked.
He didn't answer that.
I walked over and touched the open truck.
"You know what this is?"
"I'm playing dumb from here on," said the hunter. "What is it?"
I stroked the fender for a long moment.
"A Time Machine," I said.
His eyes widened and then narrowed and he sipped the beer he was carrying in one large hand. He nodded me on.
"A Time Machine," I repeated.
"I heard you," he said.
He walked out around the safari truck and stood in the street looking at it. He wouldn't look at me. He circled the truck one entire round and stood back on the curb and looked at the cap on the gas tank.
"What kind of mileage you get?" he said.
"I don't know yet."
"You don't know anything," he said.
"This is the first trip," I said. "I won't know until it's over."
"What do you fuel a thing like that with?" he said.
I was silent.
"What kind of stuff you putin?" he asked.
I could have said: Reading late at night, reading many nights over the years until almost morning, reading up in the mountains in the snow or reading at noon in Pamplona, or reading by the streams or out in a boat somewhere along the Florida coast. Or I could have said: All of us put our hands on this Machine, all of us thought about it and bought it and touched it and put our love in it and our remembering what his words did to us twenty years or twenty-five or thirty years ago. There's a lot of life and remembering and love put by here, and that's the gas and the fuel and the stuff or whatever you want to call it; the rain in Paris, the sun in Madrid, the snow in the high Alps, the smoke off the guns in the Tyrol, the shine of light off the Gulf Stream, the explosion of bombs or explosions of leapt fish, that's the gas and the fuel and the stuff here; I should have said that, I thought it, but I let it stay unsaid.
The hunter must have smelled my thought, for his eyes squinted up and, telepath that he was from long years in the forest, chewed over my thinking.
Then he walked over and did an unexpected thing. He reached out and … touched … my Machine.
He laid his hand on it and left it there, as if feeling for the life, and approving what he sensed beneath his hand. He stood that way for a long time.
Then he turned without a word, not looking at me, and went back into the bar and sat drinking alone, his back turned toward the door.
I didn't want to break the silence. It seemed a good time to go, to try.
I got in the truck and started the motor.
What kind of mileage? What kind of fuel? I thought. And drove away.
I kept on the road and didn't look right or left and I drove for what must have been an hour, first this direction and then that, part of the time my eyes shut for full seconds, taking a chance I might go off and get hurt or killed.
And then, just before noon, with the clouds over the sun, suddenly I knew it was all right.
I looked up at the hill and I almost: yelled.
The grave was gone.
I drove down into a little hollow just then and on the road ahead, wandering along by himself, was an old man in a heavy sweater.
I idled the safari truck along until I was pacing him as he walked. I saw he was wearing steel-rimmed glasses and for a long moment we moved together, each ignoring the other until I called his name.
He hesitated, and then walked on.
I caught up with him in the truck and said again, "Papa."
He stopped and waited.
I braked the car and sat there in the front seat.
"Papa," I said.
He came over and stood near the door.
"Do I know you?"
"No. But I know you."
He looked me in the eyes and studied my face and mouth. "Yes. I think you do."
"I saw you on the road. I think I'm going your way. Want a lift?"
"It's good walking this time of day," he said. "Thanks."
"Let me tell you where I'm going," I said.
He had started off but now stopped and, without looking at me, said, "Where?"
"A long way," I said.
"It sounds long, the way you tell it. Can't you make it shorter?"
"No. A long way," I said. "About two thousand six hundred days, give or take some days, and half an afternoon."
He came back and looked into the car.
"Is that how far you're going?"
"That's how far."
"In which direction? Ahead?"
"Don't you want to go ahead?"
He looked at the sky. "I don't know. I'm not sure."
"It's not ahead," I said. "It's back."
His eyes took on a different color. It was a subtle shift, a flex, like a man stepping out from the shade of a tree into sunlight on a cloudy day.
"Back."
"Somewhere between two thousand and three thousand days, split half a day, give or take an hour, borrow or loan a minute, haggle over a second," I said.
"You really talk," he said.
"Compulsive," I said.
"You'd make a lousy writer," he said. "I never knew a writer yet was a good talker."
"That's my albatross," I said.
"Back?" He weighed the word.
"I'm turning the car around," I said. "And I'm going back down the road."
"Not miles but days?"
"Not miles but days."
"Is it that kind of car?"
"That's how it's built."
"You're an inventor then?"
"A reader who happens to invent,"
"If the car works, that's some car you got there."
"At your service," I said.
"And when you get where you're going," said the old man, putting his hand on the door and leaning and then, seeing what he had done, taking his hand away and standing taller to speak to me, "where will you be?"
"January 10, 1954."
"That's quite a date," he said.
"It is, it was. It can be more of a date."
Without moving, his eyes took another step out into fuller light.
"And where will you be on that clay?"
"Africa," I said.
He was silent. His mouth did not work. His eyes did not shift.
"Not far from Nairobi," I said.
He nodded, once, slowly.
"Africa, not far from Nairobi."
I waited.
"And when we get there, if we go?" he said.
"I leave you there."
"And then?"
"You stay there."
"And then?"
"That's all."
"That's all?"
"Forever," I said.
The old man breathed out and in, and ran his hand over the edge of the doorsill.
"This car," he said, "somewhere along the way does it turn into a plane?"
"I don't know," I said.
"Somewhere along the way do you turn into my pilot?"
"It could be. I've never done this before."
"But you're willing to try?"
I nodded.
"Why?" he said, and leaned in and stared me directly in the face with a terrible, quietly wild intensity."Why?"
Old man, I thought, I can't tell you why. Don't ask me.
He withdrew, sensing he had gone too far.
"I didn't say that," he said.
"You didn't say it," I said.
"And when you bring the plane in for a forced landing," he said, "will you land a little differently this time?"
"Different, yes."
"A little harder?"
"I'll see what can be done."
"And will I be thrown out but the rest of you okay?"
"The odds are in favor."
He looked up at the hill where there was no grave. I looked at the same hill. And maybe he guessed the digging of it there.
He gazed back down the road at the mountains and the sea that could not be seen beyond the mountains and a continent beyond the sea. "That's a good day you're talking about."
"The best."
"And a good hour and a good second."
"Really, nothing better."
"Worth thinking about."
His hand lay on the doorsill, not leaning, but testing, feeling, touching, tremulous, undecided. But his eyes came full into the light of African noon.
"Yes."
"Yes?" I said.
"I think," he said, "I'll grab a lift with you."
I waited one heartbeat, then reached over and opened the door.
Silently he got in the front seat and sat there and quietly shut the door without slamming it. He sat there, very old and very tired. I waited. "Start her up," he said.
I started the engine and gentled it.
"Turn her around," he said.
I turned the car so it was going back on the road.
"Is this really," he said, "that kind of car?"
"Really, that kind of car."
He looked out at the land and the mountains and the distant house.
I waited, idling the motor.
"When we get there," he said, "will you remember something … ?"
"I'll try."
"There's a mountain," he said, and stopped and sat there, his mouth quiet, and he didn't go on.
But I went on for him. There is a mountain in Africa named Kilimanjaro, I thought. And on the western slope of that mountain was once found the dried and frozen carcass of a leopard. No one has ever explained what the leopard was seeking at that altitude.
We will put you up on that same slope, I thought, on Kilimanjaro, near the leopard, and write your name and under it say nobody knew what he was doing here so high, but here he is, And write the date born and died, and go away down toward the hot summer grass and let mainly dark warriors and white hunters and swift okapis know the grave.
The old man shaded his eyes, looking at the road winding away over the hills. He nodded.
"Let's go," he said.
"Yes, Papa," I said.
And we motored away, myself at the wheel, going slow, and the old man beside me, and as we went down the first hill and topped the next, the sun came out full and the wind smelled of fire. We ran like a lion in the long grass. Rivers and streams flashed by. I wished we might stop for one hour and wade and fish and lie by the stream frying the fish and talking or not talking. But if we stopped we might never go on again. I gunned the engine. It made a great fierce wondrous animal's roar. The old man grinned.
"It's going to be a great day!" he shouted.
"A great day."
Back on the road, I thought, How must it be now, and now, us disappearing? And now, us gone? And now, the road empty. Sun Valley quiet in the sun. What must it be, having us gone?
I had the car up to ninety.
We both yelled like boys.
After that I didn't know anything.
"By God," said the old man, toward the end. "You know? I think we're … flying?"
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Lafayette, Farewell
There was a tap on the door, the bell was not rung, so I knew who it was. The tapping used to happen once a week, but in the past few weeks it came every other day. I shut my eyes, said a prayer, and opened the door.
Bill Westerleigh was there, looking at me, tears streaming down his cheeks.
‘Is thismyhouse oryours?’ he said.
It was an old joke now. Several times a year he wandered off, an eighty-nine-year-old man, to get lost within a few blocks. He had quit driving years ago because he had wound up thirty miles out of Los Angeles instead of at the center where we were. His best journey nowadays was from next door, where he lived with his wondrously warm and understanding wife, to here, where he tapped, entered, and wept. ‘Is thisyourhouse ormine?’ he said, reversing the order.
‘Mi casa es su casa.’I quoted the old Spanish saying.
‘And thank God for that!’
I led the way to the sherry bottle and glasses in the parlor and poured two glasses while Bill settled in an easy chair across from me. He wiped his eyes and blew his nose on a handkerchief which he then folded neatly and put back in his breast pocket.
‘Here’s to you, buster.’ He waved his sherry glass. ‘The sky is full of ’em. I hope you come back. If not, we’ll drop a black wreath where we think your crate fell.’
I drank and was warmed by the drink and then looked a long while at Bill.
‘The Escadrille been buzzing you again?’ I asked.
‘Every night, right after midnight. Every morning now. And, the last week, noons. I try not to come over. I tried for three days.’
‘I know. I missed you.’
‘Kind of you to say, son. You have a good heart. But I know I’m a pest, when I have my clear moments. Right now I’m clear and I drink your hospitable health.’
He emptied his glass and I refilled it.
‘You want to talk about it?’
‘You sound just like a psychiatrist friend of mine. Not that I ever went to one, he was just a friend. Great thing about coming over here is it’s free, and sherry to boot.’ He eyed his drink pensively. ‘It’s a terrible thing to be haunted by ghosts.’
‘We all have them. That’s where Shakespeare was so bright. He taught himself, taught us, taught psychiatrists. Don’t do bad, he said, or your ghosts will get you. The old remembrance, the conscience which doth make cowards and scare midnight men, will rise up and cry, Hamlet, remember me, Macbeth, you’re marked, Lady Macbeth, you, too! Richard the Third, beware, we walk the dawn camp at your shoulder and our shrouds are stiff with blood.’
‘God, you talk purty.’ Bill shook his head. ‘Nice living next door to a writer. When I need a dose of poetry, here you are.’
‘I tend to lecture. It bores my friends.’
‘Not me, dear buster, not me. But you’re right. I mean, what we were talking about. Ghosts.’
He put his sherry down and then held to the arms of his easy chair, as if it were the edges of a cockpit.
‘I fly all the time now. It’s nineteen eighteen more than it’s nineteen eighty-seven. It’s France more than it’s the US of A. I’m up there with the old Lafayette. I’m on the ground near Paris with Rickenbacker. And there, just as the sun goes down, is the Red Baron. I’ve had quite a life, haven’t I, Sam?’
It was his affectionate mode to call me by six or seven assorted names. I loved them all. I nodded.
‘I’m going to do your story someday,’ I said. ‘It’s not every writer whose neighbor was part of the Escadrille and flew and fought against von Richthofen.’
‘You couldn’t write it, dear Ralph, you wouldn’t know what to say.’
‘I might surprise you.’
‘You might, by God, you might. Did I ever show you the picture of myself and the whole Lafayette Escadrille team lined up by our junky biplane the summer of “eighteen”?’
‘No,’ I lied, ‘let me see.’
He pulled a small photo from his wallet and tossed it across to me. I had seen it a hundred times but it was a wonder and a delight.
‘That’s me, in the middle left, the short guy with the dumb smile next to Rickenbacker.’ Bill reached to point.
I looked at all the dead men, for most were long dead now, and there was Bill, twenty years old and lark-happy, and all the other young, young, oh, dear God, young men lined up, arms around each other, or one arm down holding helmet and goggles, and behind them a French 7–1 biplane, and beyond, the flat airfield somewhere near the Western Front. Sounds of flying came out of the damned picture. They always did, when I held it. And sounds of wind and birds. It was like a miniature TV screen. At any moment I expected the Lafayette Escadrille to burst into action, spin, run, and take off into that absolutely clear and endless sky. At that very moment in time, in the photo, the Red Baron still lived in the clouds; he would be there forever now and never land, which was right and good, for we wanted him to stay there always, that’s how boys and men feel.
‘God, I love showing you things.’ Bill broke the spell. ‘You’re so damned appreciative. I wish I had had you around when I was making films at MGM.’
That was the other part of William (Bill) Westerleigh. From fighting and photographing the Western Front half a mile up, he had moved on, when he got back to the States. From the Eastman labs in New York, he had drifted to some flimsy film studios in Chicago, where Gloria Swanson had once starred, to Hollywood and MGM. From MGM he had shipped to Africa to camera-shoot lions and the Watusi forKing Solomon’s Mines. Around the world’s studios, there was no one he didn’t know or who didn’t know him. He had been principal cameraman on some two hundred films, and there were two bright gold Academy Oscars on his mantel next door.
‘I’m sorry I grew up so long after you,’ I said. ‘Where’s that photo of you and Rickenbacker alone? And the one signed by von Richthofen.’
‘You don’t want to seethem, buster.’
‘Like hell I don’t!’
He unfolded his wallet and gently held out the picture of the two of them, himself and Captain Eddie, and the single snap of von Richthofen in full uniform, and signed in ink below.
‘All gone,’ said Bill. ‘Most of ’em. Just one or two, and me left. And it won’t be long’ – he paused—‘before there’s not even me.’
And suddenly again, the tears began to come out of his eyes and roll down and off his nose.
I refilled his glass.
He drank it and said:
‘The thing is, I’m not afraid ofdying. I’m just afraid of dying and going tohell!’
‘You’re not going there, Bill,’ I said.
‘Yes, I am!’ he cried out, almost indignantly, eyes blazing, tears streaming around his gulping mouth. ‘For what I did, what I canneverbe forgiven for!’
I waited a moment. ‘What was that, Bill?’ I asked quietly.
‘All those young boys I killed, all those young men I destroyed, all those beautiful people I murdered.’
‘You never did that, Bill,’ I said.
‘Yes! I did! In the sky, dammit, in the air over France, over Germany, so long ago, but Jesus, there they are every night now, alive again, flying, waving, yelling, laughing like boys, until I fire my guns between the propellers and their wings catch fire and spin down. Sometimes they wave to me,okay! as they fall. Sometimes they curse. But, Jesus, every night, every morning now, the last month, they never leave. Oh, those beautiful boys, those lovely young men, those fine faces, the great shining and loving eyes, and down they go. AndIdid it. And I’ll burn in hell for it!’
‘You will not, I repeatnot, burn in hell,’ I said.
‘Give me another drink and shut up,’ said Bill. ‘What doyouknow about who burns and who doesn’t? Are you Catholic? No. Are you Baptist? Baptists burn more slowly. There. Thanks.’
I had filled his glass. He gave it a sip, the drink for his mouth meeting the stuff from his eyes.
‘William.’ I sat back and filled my own glass. ‘No one burns in hell for war. War’s that way.’
‘We’llallburn,’ said Bill.
‘Bill, at this very moment, in Germany, there’s a man your age, bothered with the same dreams, crying in his beer, remembering too much.’
‘As well they should! They’ll burn, he’ll burn too, remembering my friends, the lovely boys who got themselves screwed into the ground when their propellers chewed the way. Don’t you see?Theydidn’t know.Ididn’t know. No one toldthem, no one toldus!’
‘What?’
‘What warwas. Christ, we didn’t know it would come after us, find us, so late in time. We thought it was all over; that we had a way to forget, put it off, bury it. Our officers didn’t say. Maybe they just didn’t know. None of us did. No one guessed that one day, in old age, the graves would bust wide, and all those lovely faces come up, and the whole war with ’em! How could we guess that? How could we know? But now the time’s here, and the skies are full, and the ships just won’t come down, unless they burn. And the young men won’t stop waving at me at three in the morning unless I kill them all over again. Jesus Christ. It’s so terrible. It’s so sad. How do I save them? What do I do to go back and say, Christ, I’m sorry, it should never have happened, someone should have warned us when we were happy: war’s not just dying, it’s remembering and rememberinglateas well as soon. I wish them well. How do I saythat, what’s the nextmove?’
‘There is no move,’ I said quietly. ‘Just sit here with a friend and have another drink. I can’t think of anything to do. I wish I could.…’
Bill fiddled with his glass, turning it round and round.
‘Let me tell you, then,’ he whispered. ‘Tonight, maybe tomorrow night’s the last time you’ll ever see me. Hear me out.’
He leaned forward, gazing up at the high ceiling and then out the window where storm clouds were being gathered by wind.
‘They’ve been landing in our backyards, the last few nights. You wouldn’t have heard. Parachutes make sounds like kites, soft kind of whispers. The parachutes come down on our back lawns. Other nights, the bodies, without parachutes. The good nights are the quiet ones when you just hear the silk and the threads on the clouds. The bad ones are when you hear a hundred and eighty pounds of aviator hit the grass. Then you can’t sleep. Last night, a dozen things hit the bushes near my bedroom window. I looked up in the clouds tonight and they were full of planes and smoke. Can you make them stop? Do youbelieveme?’
‘That’s the one thing; Idobelieve.’
He sighed, a deep sigh that released his soul.
‘ThankGod! But what do I donext?’
‘Have you,’ I asked, ‘tried talking to them? I mean,’ I said, ‘have you asked for theirforgiveness?’
‘Would theylisten? Would they forgive? My God,’ he said. ‘Of course! Why not? Will you comewithme? Your backyard. No trees for them to get strung up in. Christ, or on your porch.…’
‘The porch, I think.’
I opened the living room French doors and stepped out. It was a calm evening with only touches of wind motioning the trees and changing the clouds.
Bill was behind me, a bit unsteady on his feet, a hopeful grin, part panic, on his face.
I looked at the sky and the rising moon.
‘Nothing out here,’ I said.
‘Oh, Christ, yes, there is. Look,’ he said. ‘No, wait. Listen.’
I stood turning white cold, wondering why I waited, and listened.
‘Do we stand out in the middle of your garden, where they can see us? You don’t have to if you don’t want.’
‘Hell,’ I lied. ‘I’m not afraid.’ I lifted my glass. ‘To the Lafayette Escadrille?’ I said.
‘No, no!’ cried Bill, alarmed. ‘Not tonight. They mustn’t hearthat. Tothem, Doug.Them.’ He motioned his glass at the sky where the clouds flew over in squadrons and the moon was a round, white, tombstone world.
‘To von Richthofen, and the beautiful sad young men.’
I repeated his words in a whisper.
And then we drank, lifting our empty glasses so the clouds and the moon and the silent sky could see.
‘I’m ready,’ said Bill, ‘if they want to come get me now. Better to die out here than go in and hear them landing every night and every night in their parachutes and no sleep until dawn when the last silk folds in on itself and the bottle’s empty. Stand right over there, son. That’s it. Just half in the shadow. Now.’
I moved back and we waited.
‘What’ll I say to them?’ he asked.
‘God, Bill,’ I said, ‘I don’t know. They’re not my friends.’
‘They weren’t mine, either. More’s the pity. Ithoughtthey were the enemy. Christ, isn’t that a dumb stupid halfass word. The enemy! As if such a thing ever really happened in the world. Sure, maybe the bully that chased and beat you up in the schoolyard, or the guy who took your girl and laughed at you. But them, those beauties, up in the clouds on summer days or autumn afternoons? No, no!’
He moved farther out on the porch.
‘All right,’ he whispered. ‘Here I am.’
And he leaned way out, and opened his arms as if to embrace the night air.
‘Come on! What you waiting for!’
He shut his eyes.
‘Your turn,’ he cried. ‘My God, yougotto hear, you got to come. You beautiful bastards,here!’
And he tilted his head back as if to welcome a dark rain.
‘Are they coming?’ he whispered aside, eyes clenched.
‘No.’
Bill lifted his old face into the air and stared upward, willing the clouds to shift and change and become something more than clouds.
‘Damn it!’ he cried, at last. ‘I killed you all. Forgive me or come kill me!’ And a final angry burst. ‘Forgive me. I’m sorry!’
The force of his voice was enough to push me completely back into shadows. Maybe that did it. Maybe Bill, standing like a small statue in the middle of my garden, made the clouds shift and the wind blow south instead of north. We both heard, a long way off, an immense whisper.
‘Yes!’ cried Bill, and to me, aside, eyes shut, teeth clenched, ‘Youhear!?’
We heard another sound, closer now, like great flowers or blossoms lifted off spring trees and run along the sky.
‘There,’ whispered Bill.
The clouds seemed to form a lid and make a vast silken shape which dropped in serene silence upon the land. It made a shadow that crossed the town and hid the houses and at last reached our garden and shadowed the grass and put out the light of the moon and then hid Bill from my sight.
‘Yes! They’re coming,’ cried Bill. ‘Feel them? One, two, a dozen! Oh, God, yes.’
And all around, in the dark, I thought I heard apples and plums and peaches falling from unseen trees, the sound of boots hitting my lawn, and the sound of pillows striking the grass like bodies, and the swarming of tapestries of white silk or smoke flung across the disturbed air.
‘Bill!’
‘No!’ he yelled. ‘I’m okay! They’re all around. Get back!Yes!’
There was a tumult in the garden. The hedges shivered with propeller wind. The grass lay down its nap. A tin watering can blew across the yard. Birds were flung from trees. Dogs all around the block yelped. A siren, from another war, sounded ten miles away. A storm had arrived, and was that thunder or field artillery?
And one last time, I heard Bill say, almost quietly, ‘I didn’t know, oh, God, I didn’t know what I was doing.’ And a final fading sound of ‘Please.’
And the rain fell briefly to mix with the tears on his face.
And the rain stopped and the wind was still.
‘Well.’ He wiped his eyes, and blew his nose on his big hankie, and looked at the hankie as if it were the map of France. ‘It’s time to go. Do you think I’ll get lost again?’
‘If you do, come here.’
‘Sure.’ He moved across the lawn, his eyes clear. ‘How much do I owe you, Sigmund?’
‘Onlythis,’ I said.
I gave him a hug. He walked out to the street. I followed to watch.
When he got to the corner, he seemed to be confused. He turned to his right, then his left. I waited and then called gently:
‘To yourleft, Bill.’
‘God bless you, buster!’ he said, and waved.
He turned and went into his house.
They found him a month later, wandering two miles from home. A month after that he was in the hospital, in France all the time now, and Rickenbacker in the bed to his right and von Richthofen in the cot to his left.
The day after his funeral the Oscar arrived, carried by his wife, to place on my mantel, with a single red rose beside it, and the picture of von Richthofen, and the other picture of the gang lined up in the summer of ’18 and the wind blowing out of the picture and the buzz of planes. And the sound of young men laughing as if they might go on forever.
Sometimes I come down at three in the morning when I can’t sleep and I stand looking at Bill and his friends. And sentimental sap that I am, I wave a glass of sherry at them.
‘Farewell, Lafayette,’ I say. ‘Lafayette, farewell.’
And they all laugh as if it were the grandest joke that they ever heard.
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Last Laughs
His name was Andrew Rudolph Gerald Vesalius and he was a genius of the     world, dialectician, statistician, creator of Italian operas, lyricist, poet of German lieder,     Vedanta Temple lecturer, intellectual Santa Barbara brainstormer, and a grand pal.
This last seems unbelievable, for when we first met I was running on empty, a     drab writer of pulp science fiction, earning two cents a word.
But Gerald, if I dare use his familiar name, discovered me and warned people     that I had the future’s eye and should be watched.
He coached me and let me travel as lapdog when he addressed relatives of     Einstein, Jung, and Freud.
For years I transcribed his lectures, sat for tea with Aldous Huxley, and trod speechless through art-gallery shows with Christopher     Isherwood.
Now, suddenly, Vesalius was gone.
Well, almost. There were rumors that he was scribbling a book on those flying     saucers that had hovered over the Palomar hot-dog stand and vanished.
I found that he no longer lectured at the Vedanta Temple, but survived in     Paris or Rome; a promised novel was long overdue.
I telephoned his Malibu home ten dozen times.
Finally his secretary, William Hopkins Blair, admitted that Gerald was     stricken with some mysterious disease.
I asked permission to visit my saintly friend. Blair disconnected.
I called again and Blair cried, in staccato phrases, that Vesalius had     canceled our friendship.
Stunned, I tried to imagine how to apologize for sins which I knew I had not     committed.
Then one evening at midnight the phone rang. A voice gasped one word:     ‘Help!’
‘What?’ I said.
The cry was repeated: ‘Help!’
‘Vesalius?’ I cried.
A long silence.
‘That sounds like you. Gerald?’
Silence, voices muttering, and thenbuzzzz.
I clenched the phone and felt a rush of tears come to my eyes; thatwasVesalius’s voice. After weeks of silent absence, he had cried out to me, implying some danger beyond my     understanding.
The next evening, on impulse, I wandered around the Italian-named streets of     upper Malibu and finally stopped at Vesalius’s house.
I rang the bell.
No answer.
I rang again.
The house was silent.
I had spent twenty minutes ringing the bell and knocking when suddenly the     door opened. That curious person, Gerald’s keeper Blair, stood there staring at me.
‘Yes?’
‘After half an hour,’ I said, ‘all you have to say isyes?’
‘Are you that pulp-writer friend of Gerald’s?’ he said.
‘You know it,’ I said. ‘And I’m not just a pulp writer. I’ve come to see     Gerald.’
Blair answered quickly. ‘He’s not here, he’s in Rapallo.’
‘I know he’s here,’ I lied. ‘He called last night.’
‘Impossible! He’s in Italy!’
‘No,’ I lied again. ‘He asked me to find a new doctor.’
Blair turned very pale.
‘He’s here,’ I said. ‘I know his voice.’
I stared down the hall, beyond Blair.
Suddenly he stood aside.
‘Make it quick,’ he said.
I ran along the hall to the bedroom and entered.
There, stretched out like a thin white     marble carving on a sarcophagus lid, lay my old friend Vesalius.
‘Gerald!’ I cried.
The pale figure, looking ancient and stricken, remained silent, but the     eyeballs revolved frantically in the thin face.
Blair, behind me, said, ‘You see, he does poorly. Speak your piece and     leave.’
I moved forward.
‘What’s wrong, Gerald?’ I said. ‘How can I help?’
There was a staccato pulse around Gerald’s thin lips, but no answer, only a     gray moth-flick of the eyeballs, glancing from me to Blair, and back again to me,     frantically.
I panicked and thought to seize Gerald and flee, but there was no way.
I leaned over my friend and whispered in his ear. ‘I’ll be back,’ I said. ‘I     promise, Gerald. I’ll be back.’
I turned and hurried out of the room. At the front door Blair, staring beyond     me, said: ‘No, no more visitors. Vesalius prefers it.’
And the door shut.
I stood a long while wanting to ring and knock, knock and ring, but finally     turned away.
I waited in the street for an hour; I could not bear to leave.
At one in the morning, all the house’s lights went dark.
I crept around the side of the house toward the back and found the French doors leading into Gerald’s room open to the fresh night     air.
Gerald Vesalius was as I had left him, eyes shut.
I cried softly, ‘Gerald,’ and his eyes flew wide open.
He was winter pale as before and stiff rigid, but his eyes jerked     frantically.
I crept into the room and bent over the bed and whispered, ‘Gerald, what’s     wrong?’
He could find no strength to answer, but at last he gasped and I thought I     heard him say, ‘Soli,’ and then, ‘tary,’ and then ‘confine,’ and, gasp, ‘ment!’
I put the syllables together, shocked.
‘But why, Gerald?’ I cried, as quietly as possible. ‘Why?’
He could only jerk his chin toward the foot of his bed.
I pulled back the covers and stared.
His feet had been tied with adhesive tape to the end of the bed.
‘So,’ he gasped, ‘couldn’t,’ he said, ‘telephone!’
There was a phone to his right, just out of reach.
I unwound the adhesive and then bent back to question him.
‘Can you hear me?’
His head jerked. He cried softly. ‘Yes. Blair,’ gasped, ‘wants to,’ he said,     ‘marry,’ he gasped again, ‘the…ancient…priest.’ Then, in an ardent burst of words: ‘Philosopher     of all philosophers!’
‘How’s that again?’
‘Marry,’ the old man exploded, ‘me!’
‘Wait!’ I was stunned. ‘Marry?’
A frantic nod then, suddenly, a wild shriek of laughter.
‘Me,’ whispered Gerald Vesalius. ‘Him.’
‘Jesus! Blair and you? Wedding?’
‘That’s it.’ Gerald’s voice was clearer, stronger. ‘That’s it.’
‘Impossible!’
‘It is, it is!’
I felt a terrible urge toward laughter, but stopped.
‘You mean—’ I cried.
‘Softly,’ said Gerald, his voice fluid now. ‘He’ll hear, he’ll throw,’ he     gasped, ‘you out!’
‘Gerald, that’s not legal,’ I cried softly.
‘Legal,’ he whispered, swallowed hard. ‘Make legal, headlines, news!’
‘My God!’
‘Yes, God!’
‘But why?’
‘Doesn’t,’ said Gerald, ‘care. Fame! Figures the more he wants to marry me,     more fame and the more I will give him.’
‘But again, why, Gerald?’
‘He wants to own me, completely. Just,’ said Gerald, ‘in,’ he said, ‘his,’ he     gasped, ‘nature.’
‘Lord!’ I said. ‘I know marriages where a man owns the woman, or the woman     completely owns the man.’
‘Yes,’ said Gerald. ‘He wants that! He loves, but this is madness.’
Gerald stiffened, eyes shut, and then in a     frail voice which rose and faded: ‘Wants to own my mind.’
‘He can’t!’
‘Will try, will try. Wants to be world’s greatest philosopher.’
‘Lunatic!’
‘Yes! Wants to write, travel, lecture, wants to be me. If owns me, thinks he     can take my place.’
A noise. We both sucked breath.
‘Madness,’ I whispered. ‘Christ!’
‘Christ,’ Gerald snorted, ‘has nothing…to do with it.’ Vesalius blew a     surprise of mirth.
‘Butstill!’
‘Shhh,’ Gerald Vesalius cautioned.
‘Was he like this when he first started to work for you?’
‘I suppose. Not this bad.’
‘It was okay then?’
‘o’—a pause—‘kay.’
‘But—’
‘As years passed he was more gree–gree–greedy.’
‘For your cash?’
‘No.’ A derisive smile. ‘My mind.’
‘He’d stealthat?’
Gerald sucked in, blew out. ‘Imagine!’
‘You’re one of a kind!’
‘Tell–tell–tellhimthat.’
‘Son of a bitch!’
‘No, jealous, envious, covetous, admiring,     part monster, now monster full-time.’ Gerald cried this in a few clear instants.
‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Why are we talking?’
‘What else?’ whispered Vesalius. ‘Help.’ He smiled.
‘How will I get you out of here?’
Vesalius laughed. ‘Let me count the ways.’
‘No time for jokes, damn it!’
Gerald Vesalius swallowed. ‘Have strange…sense’–he paused–‘humor. List!’
We both froze. A door creaked. Footsteps.
‘Should I call the cops?’
‘No.’ A pause. Gerald’s face writhed. ‘Action, drama, wins!’
‘Action?’
‘Do as I say or all’s lost.’
I bent close, he whispered frantically.
Whisper, whisper, whisper.
‘Got that? Try?’
‘Try!’ I said. ‘Oh, damn, damn, damn!’
Footsteps in the hall. I thought I heard someone yell.
I grabbed the phone. I dialed.
I ran out the French doors, around the house, to the front walk.
A siren screamed, then a second and a third.
Three trucks of paramedic firemen booted up the walk with nothing else to do     so late at night. Nine different paramedic firemen ran, eager not to be bored.
‘Blair,’ I yelled. ‘That’s me! Damn, I’ve     locked myself out! Around the side! Man dying. Follow me.’
I ran. The black-suited paramedics blundered after.
We flung wide the French doors. I pointed at Vesalius.
‘Out!’ I cried. ‘Brotman Hospital. Fast!’
They laid Gerald on a gurney and plunged out the French doors.
Behind us I heard Blair yelling hysterically.
Gerald Vesalius heard and waved gaily, calling out ‘Tata, toodle-o, farewell,     solong, good-bye!’ as we rushed toward the waiting ambulance.
Gerald whooped with laughter.
‘Young man?’
‘Gerald?’
‘Do you love me?’
‘Yes, Gerald.’
‘But don’t want to own me?’
‘No, Gerald.’
‘Not my mind?’
‘No.’
‘Not my body?’
‘No, Gerald.’
‘Till death do us part?’
‘Till death do us part.’
‘Good.’
Run, run, hustle, hustle, across the lawn, down the walk, toward the waiting     ambulance.
‘Young man.’
‘Yes?’
‘Vedanta Temple?’
‘Yes.’
‘Last year?’
‘Yes.’
‘Lecture on Great All Accepting Laughter?’
‘I was there.’
‘Well,now’sthe time!’
‘Oh, yes, yes.’
‘To hoot and holler?’
‘Hoot and holler.’
‘Zest and gusto, eh?’
‘Gusto, zest, oh my God!’
Here a bomb burst in Gerald’s chest and erupted from his throat. I’d never     heard such jovial explosions in my life, and snort-laughed as I ran alongside Gerald as his     gurney was hustled and hurried.
We howled, we shrieked, we yelled, we gasped, we insucked-outblew firecracker     bomb-blasts of hilarity like boys on a forgotten summer day, collapsed on the sidewalk,     writhing with comic seizures of wild upchuck heart attacks, throats choked, eyes clenched with     brays of ha-hee and hee-ha and God, stop, I can’t breathe, Gerald, hee-ha, ha-hee, and God, ha     and hee, and once more ha-hee and whistle-rustle whisper haw.
‘Young man?’
‘What?’
‘King Tut’s mummy.’
‘Yes?’
‘Found in tomb.’ ‘Yes.’
‘His mouth smiling.’ ‘Why?’
‘In his front teeth—’ ‘Yes?’
‘A single black hair.’ ‘What?’
‘Dying man ate a hearty meal. Ha-ho!’ Hee-ha, oh my God, ha-hee, rush run,     run rush. ‘And now, one last thing.’ ‘What?’
‘Will you run away with me?’ ‘Where?’
‘Run off and be pirates!’ ‘What?’
‘Run away with me to be pirates.’ We were at the ambulance, the doors were     flung wide, Gerald was shoved in. ‘Pirates!’ he cried again. ‘Oh God, yes, Gerald, I’ll run off     with you!’ Door slam, siren sound, motor gunned. ‘Pirates!’ I cried.
Annotation




The Last Night of the World
“WHAT would you do if you knew that this was the last night of the world?”
“What would I do? You mean seriously?”
“Yes, seriously.”
“I don’t know. I hadn’t thought.”
He poured some coffee. In the background the two girls were playing blocks on the parlor rug in the light of the green hurricane lamps. There was an easy, clean aroma of the brewed coffee in the evening air.
“Well, better start thinking about it,” he said.
“You don’t mean it!”
He nodded.
“A war?”
He shook his head.
“Not the hydrogen or atom bomb?”
“No.”
“Or germ warfare?”
“None of those at all,” he said, stirring his coffee slowly. “But just, let’s say, the closing of a book.”
“I don’t think I understand.”
“No, nor do I, really; it’s just a feeling. Sometimes it frightens me, sometimes I’m not frightened at all but at peace.” He glanced in at the girls and their yellow hair shining in the lamplight. “I didn’t say anything to you. It first happened about four nights ago.”
“What?”
“A dream I had. I dreamed that it was all going to be over, and a voice said it was; not any kind of voice I can remember, but a voice anyway, and it said things would stop here on Earth. I didn’t think too much about it the next day, but then I went to the office and caught Stan Willis looking out the window in the middle of the afternoon, and I said a penny for your thoughts, Stan, and he said, I had a dream last night, and before he even told me the dream I knew what it was. I could have told him, but he told me and I listened to him.”
“It was the same dream?”
“The same. I told Stan I had dreamed it too. He didn’t seem surprised. He relaxed, in fact. Then we started walking through the office, for the hell of it. It wasn’t planned. We didn’t say, ‘Let’s walk around.’ We just walked on our own, and everywhere we saw people looking at their desks or their hands or out windows. I talked to a few. So did Stan.”
“And they all had dreamed?”
“All of them. The same dream, with no difference.”
“Do you believe in it?”
“Yes. I’ve never been more certain.”
“And when will it stop? The world, I mean.”
“Sometime during the night for us, and then as the night goes on around the world, that’ll go too. It’ll take twenty-four hours for it all to go.”
They sat awhile not touching their coffee. Then they lifted it slowly and drank, looking at each other.
“Do we deserve this?” she said.
“It’s not a matter of deserving; it’s just that things didn’t work out. I notice you didn’t even argue about this. Why not?”
“I guess I’ve a reason,” she said.
“The same one everyone at the office had?”
She nodded slowly. “I didn’t want to say anything. It happened last night. And the women on the block talked about it, among themselves, today. They dreamed. I thought it was only a coincidence.” She picked up the evening paper. “There’s nothing in the paper about it.”
“Everyone knows, so there’s no need.”
He sat back in his chair, watching her. “Are you afraid?”
“No. I always thought I would be, but I’m not.”
“Where’s that spirit called self-preservation they talk so much about?”
“I don’t know. You don’t get too excited when you feel things are logical. This is logical. Nothing else but this could have happened from the way we’ve lived.”
“We haven’t been too bad, have we?”
“No, nor enormously good. I suppose that’s the trouble—we haven’t been very much of anything except us, while a big part of the world was busy being lots of quite awful things.”
The girls were laughing in the parlor.
“I always thought people would be screaming in the streets at a time like this.”
“I guess not. You don’t scream about the real thing.”
“Do you know, I won’t miss anything but you and the girls. I never liked cities or my work or anything except you three. I won’t miss a thing except perhaps the change in the weather, and a glass of ice water when it’s hot, and I might miss sleeping. How can we sit here and talk this way?”
“Because there’s nothing else to do.”
“That’s it, of course; for if there were, we’d be doing it. I suppose this is the first time in the history of the world that everyone has known just what they were going to do during the night.”
“I wonder what everyone else will do now, this evening, for the next few hours.”
“Go to a show, listen to the radio, watch television, play cards, put the children to bed, go to bed themselves, like always.”
“In a way that’s something to be proud of—like always.”
They sat a moment and then he poured himself another coffee. “Why do you suppose it’s tonight?”
“Because.”
“Why not some other night in the last century, or five centuries ago, or ten?”
“Maybe it’s because it was never October 19, 1969, ever before in history, and now it is and that’s it; because this date means more than any other date ever meant; because it’s the year when things are as they are all over the world and that’s why it’s the end.”
“There are bombers on their schedules both ways across the ocean tonight that’ll never see land.”
“That’s part of the reason why.”
“Well,” he said, getting up, “what shall it be? Wash the dishes?”
They washed the dishes and stacked them away with special neatness. At eight-thirty the girls were put to bed and kissed good night and the little lights by their beds turned on and the door left open just a trifle.
“I wonder,” said the husband, coming from the bedroom and glancing back, standing there with his pipe for a moment.
“What?”
“If the door will be shut all the way, or if it’ll be left just a little ajar so some light comes in.”
“I wonder if the children know.”
“No, of course not.”
They sat and read the papers and talked and listened to some radio music and then sat together by the fireplace watching the charcoal embers as the clock struck ten-thirty and eleven and eleven-thirty. They thought of all the other people in the world who had spent their evening, each in his own special way.
“Well,” he said at last.
He kissed his wife for a long time.
“We’ve been good for each other, anyway.”
“Do you want to cry?” he asked.
“I don’t think so.”
They moved through the house and turned out the lights and went into the bedroom and stood in the night cool darkness undressing and pushing back the covers. “The sheets are so clean and nice.”
“I’m tired.”
“We’re  all  tired.”
They got into bed and lay back.
“Just a moment,” she said.
He heard her get out of bed and go into the kitchen. A moment later, she returned. “I left the water running in the sink,” she said.
Something about this was so very funny that he had to laugh. She laughed with him, knowing what it was that she had done that was funny. They stopped laughing at last and lay in their cool night bed, their hands clasped, their heads together.
“Good night,” he said, after a moment.
“Good night,” she said.
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The Laurel and Hardy Love Affair
He called her Stanley, she called him Ollie.
That was the beginning, that was the end, of what we will call the Laurel and Hardy love affair.
She was twenty-five, he was thirty-two when they met at one of those dumb cocktail parties where everyone wonders what they are doing there. But no one goes home, so everyone drinks too much and lies about how grand a late afternoon it all was.
They did not, as often happens, see each other across a crowded room, and if there was romantic music to background their collision, it couldn’t be heard. For everyone was talking at one person and staring at someone else.
They were, in fact, ricocheting through a forest of people, but finding no shade trees. He was on his way for a needed drink, she was eluding a love-sick stranger, when they locked paths in the exact center of the fruitless mob. They dodged left and right a few times, then laughed and he, on impulse, seized his tie and twiddled it at her, wiggling his fingers. Instantly, smiling, she lifted her hand to pull the top of her hair into a frowzy tassel, blinking and looking as if she had been struck on the head.
‘Stan!’ he cried, in recognition.
‘Ollie!’ she exclaimed. ‘Where have youbeen?’
‘Why don’t you do something tohelpme!’ he exclaimed, making wide fat gestures.
They grabbed each other’s arms, laughing again.
‘I—’ she said, and her face brightened even more. ‘I – I know the exact place, not two miles from here, where Laurel and Hardy, in nineteen thirty, carried that piano crate up and down one hundred and fifty steps!’
‘Well,’ he cried, ‘let’s getoutof here!’
His car door slammed, his car engine roared.
Los Angeles raced by in late afternoon sunlight.
He braked the car where she told him to park. ‘Here!’
‘I can’t believe it,’ he murmured, not moving. He peered around at the sunset sky. Lights were coming on all across Los Angeles, down the hill. He nodded. ‘Arethosethe steps?’
‘All one hundred and fifty of them.’ She climbed out of the open-topped car. ‘Come on, Ollie.’
‘Very well,’ he said, ‘Stan.’
They walked over to the bottom of yet another hill and gazed up along the steep incline of concrete steps toward the sky. The faintest touch of wetness rimmed his eyes. She was quick to pretend not to notice, but she took his elbow. Her voice was wonderfully quiet:
‘Go on up,’ she said. ‘Go on. Go.’
She gave him a tender push.
He started up the steps, counting, and with each half-whispered count, his voice took on an extra decibel of joy. By the time he reached fifty-seven he was a boy playing a wondrous old-new game, and he was lost in time, and whether he was carrying the piano up the hill or whether it was chasing him down, he could not say.
‘Hold it!’ he heard her call, far away, ‘right there!’
He held still, swaying on step fifty-eight, smiling wildly, as if accompanied by proper ghosts, and turned.
‘Okay,’ she called, ‘now come back down.’
He started down, color in his cheeks and a peculiar suffering of happiness in his chest. He could hear the piano following now.
‘Hold it rightthere!’
She had a camera in her hands. Seeing it, his right hand flew instinctively to his tie to flutter it on the evening air.
‘Now,me!’ she shouted, and raced up to hand him the camera. And he marched down and looked up and there she was, doing the thin shrug and the puzzled and hopeless face of Stan baffled by life but loving it all. He clicked the shutter, wanting to stay here forever.
She came slowly down the steps and peered into his face.
‘Why,’ she said, ‘you’recrying.’
She placed her thumbs under his eyes to press the tears away. She tasted the result. ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Realtears.’
He looked at her eyes, which were almost as wet as his.
‘Another fine mess you’ve got us in,’ he said.
‘Oh, Ollie,’ she said.
‘Oh, Stan,’ he said.
He kissed her, gently.
And then he said:
‘Are we going to know each other forever?’
‘Forever,’ she said.
And that was how the long love affair began.
They had real names, of course, but those don’t matter, for Laurel and Hardy always seemed the best thing to call themselves.
For the simple fact was that she was fifteen pounds underweight and he was always trying to get her to add a few pounds. And he was twenty pounds overweight and she was always trying to get him to take off more than his shoes. But it never worked and was finally a joke, the best kind, which wound up being:
‘You’re Stan, no two ways about it, and I’m Ollie, let’s face it. And, oh God, dear young woman, let’s enjoy the mess, the wonderful mess, all the while we’re in!’
It was, then, while it lasted, and it lasted some while, a French parfait, an American perfection, a wildness from which they would never recover to the end of their lives.
From that twilight hour on the piano stairs on, their days were long, heedless, and full of that amazing laughter that paces the beginning and the run-along rush of any great love affair. They only stopped laughing long enough to kiss and only stopped kissing long enough to laugh at how odd and miraculous it was to find themselves with no clothes to wear in the middle of a bed as vast as life and as beautiful as morning.
And sitting there in the middle of warm whiteness, he shut his eyes and shook his head and declared, pompously:
‘I havenothingto say!’
‘Yes, you do!’ she cried. ‘Sayit!’
And he said it and they fell off the edge of the earth.
Their first year was pure myth and fable, which would grow outsize when remembered thirty years on. They went to see new films and old films, but mainly Stan and Ollie. They memorized all the best scenes and shouted them back and forth as they drove around midnight Los Angeles. He spoiled her by treating her childhood growing up in Hollywood as very special, and she spoiled him by pretending that his yesteryear on roller skates out front of the studios was not in the past but right now.
She proved it one night. On a whim she asked where he had roller-skated as a boy and collided with W. C. Fields. Where had he asked Fields for his autograph, and where was it that Fields signed the book, handed it back, and cried, ‘There you are, you little son-of-a-bitch!’
‘Drive me there,’ she said.
And at ten o’clock that night they got out of the car in front of Paramount Studio and he pointed to the pavement near the gate and said, ‘He stood there,’ and she gathered him in her arms and kissed him and said, gently, ‘Now where was it you had your picture taken with Marlene Dietrich?’
He walked her fifty feet across the street from the studio. ‘In the late afternoon sun,’ he said, ‘Marlene stood here.’ And she kissed him again, longer this time, and the moon rising like an obvious magic trick, filling the street in front of the empty studio. She let her soul flow over into him like a tipped fountain, and he received it and gave it back and was glad.
‘Now,’ she said, quietly, ‘where was it you saw Fred Astaire in nineteen thirty-five and Ronald Colman in nineteen thirty-seven and Jean Harlow in nineteen thirty-six?’
And he drove her to those three different places all around Hollywood until midnight and they stood and she kissed him as if it would never end.
And that was the first year. And during that year they went up and down those long piano steps at least once a month and had champagne picnics halfway up, and discovered an incredible thing:
‘I think it’s our mouths,’ he said. ‘Until I met you, I never knew I had a mouth. Yours is the most amazing in the world, and it makes me feel as if mine were amazing, too. Were you ever really kissed before I kissed you?’
‘Never!’
‘Nor was I. To have lived this long and not known mouths.’
‘Dear mouth,’ she said, ‘shut up and kiss.’
But then at the end of the first year they discovered an even more incredible thing. He worked at an advertising agency and was nailed in one place. She worked at a travel agency and would soon be flying everywhere. Both were astonished they had never noticed before. But now that Vesuvius had erupted and the fiery dust was beginning to settle, they sat and looked at each other one night and she said, faintly:
‘Good-bye …’
‘What?’ he asked.
‘I can see good-bye coming,’ she said.
He looked at her face and it was not sad like Stan in the films, but just sad like herself.
‘I feel like the ending of that Hemingway novel where two people ride along in the late day and say how it would be if they could go on forever but they know now they won’t,’ she said.
‘Stan,’ he said, ‘this is no Hemingway novel and this can’t be the end of the world. You’ll never leave me.’
But it was a question, not a declaration and suddenly she moved and he blinked at her and said:
‘What are you doing down there?’
‘Nut,’ she said, ‘I’m kneeling on the floor and I’m asking for your hand. Marry me, Ollie. Come away with me to France. I’ve got a new job in Paris. No, don’t say anything. Shut up. No one has to know I’ve got the money this year and will support you while you write the great American novel—’
‘But—’ he said.
‘You’ve got your portable typewriter, a ream of paper, and me. Say it, Ollie, will you come? Hell, don’t marry me, we’ll live in sin, but fly with me, yes?’
‘And watch us go to hell in a year and bury us forever?’
‘Are you that afraid, Ollie? Don’t you believe in me or you or anything? God, why are men such cowards, and why the hell do you have such thin skins and are afraid of a woman like a ladder to lean on. Listen, I’ve got things to do and you’re coming with me. I can’t leave you here, you’ll fall down those damn stairs. But if I have to, I will. I want everything now, not tomorrow. That means you, Paris, and my job. Your novel will take time, but you’ll do it. Now, do you do it here and feel sorry for yourself, or do we live in a cold-water walk-up flat in the Latin Quarter a long way off from here? This is my one and only offer, Ollie. I’ve never proposed before, I won’t ever propose again, it’s hard on my knees. Well?’
‘Have we had this conversation before?’ he said.
‘A dozen times in the last year, but you never listened, you were hopeless.’
‘No, in love and helpless.’
‘You’ve got one minute to make up your mind. Sixty seconds.’ She was staring at her wristwatch.
‘Get up off the floor,’ he said, embarrassed.
‘If I do, it’s out the door and gone,’ she said. ‘Forty-nine seconds to go, Ollie.’
‘Stan,’ he groaned.
‘Thirty,’ she read her watch. ‘Twenty. I’ve got one knee off the floor. Ten. I’m beginning to get the other knee up. Five. One.’
And she was standing on her feet.
‘What brought this on?’ he asked.
‘Now,’ she said, ‘I am heading for the door. I don’t know. Maybe I’ve thought about it more than I dared even notice. We are very special wondrous people, Ollie, and I don’t think our like will ever come again in the world, at least not to us, or I’m lying to myself and I probably am. But I must go and you are free to come along, but can’t face it or don’t know it. And now—’ she reached out. ‘My hand is on the door and—’
‘And?’ he said, quietly.
‘I’m crying,’ she said.
He started to get up but she shook her head.
‘No, don’t. If you touch me I’ll cave in, and to hell with that. I’m going. But once a year will be forbearance day, or forgiveness day or whatever in hell you want to call it. Once a year I’ll show up at our flight of steps, no piano, same hour, same time as that night when we first went there and if you’re there to meet me I’ll kidnap you or you me, but don’t bring along and show me your damn bank balance or give me any of your lip.’
‘Stan,’ he said.
‘My God,’ she mourned.
‘What?’
‘This door is heavy. I can’t move it.’ She wept. ‘There. It’s moving. There.’ She wept more. ‘I’m gone.’
The door shut.
‘Stan!’ He ran to the door and grabbed the knob. It was wet. He raised his fingers to his mouth and tasted the salt, then opened the door.
The hall was already empty. The air where she had passed was just coming back together. Thunder threatened when the two halves met. There was a promise of rain.
He went back to the steps on October 4 every year for three years, but she wasn’t there. And then he forgot for two years but in the autumn of the sixth year, he remembered and went back in the late sunlight and walked up the stairs because he saw something halfway up and it was a bottle of good champagne with a ribbon and a note on it, delivered by someone, and the note read:
‘Ollie, dear Ollie. Date remembered. But in Paris. Mouth’s not the same, but happily married. Love. Stan.’
And after that, every October he simply did not go to visit the stairs. The sound of that piano rushing down that hillside, he knew, would catch him and take him along to where he did not know.
And that was the end, or almost the end, of the Laurel and Hardy love affair.
There was, by amiable accident, a final meeting.
Traveling through France fifteen years later, he was walking on the Champs Elysées at twilight one afternoon with his wife and two daughters, when he saw this handsome woman coming the other way, escorted by a very sober-looking older man and a very handsome dark-haired boy of twelve, obviously her son.
As they passed, the same smile lit both their faces in the same instant.
He twiddled his necktie at her.
She tousled her hair at him.
They did not stop. They kept going. But he heard her call back along the Champs Elysées, the last words he would ever hear her say:
‘Another fine mess you’ve got us in!’ And then she added the old, the familiar name by which he had gone in the years of their love.
And she was gone and his daughters and wife looked at him and one daughter said, ‘Did that lady call you Ollie?’
‘What lady?’ he said.
‘Dad,’ said the other daughter, leaning in to peer at his face. ‘You’re crying.’
‘No.’
‘Yes, you are.Isn’the, Mom?’
‘Your papa,’ said his wife, ‘as you well know, cries at telephone books.’
‘No,’ he said, ‘just one hundred and fifty steps and a piano. Remind me to show you girls, someday.’
They walked on and he turned and looked back a final time. The woman with her husband and son turned at that very moment. Maybe he saw her mouth pantomime the words, So long, Ollie. Maybe he didn’t. He felt his own mouth move, in silence: So long, Stan.
And they walked in opposite directions along the Champs Elysées in the late light of an October sun.
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Let's Play 'Poison'
'WE hate you!' cried the sixteen boys and girls rushing and crowding about Michael in the schoolroom. Michael screamed. Recess was over, Mr. Howard, the teacher, was still absent from the filling room. 'We hate you!' and the sixteen boys and girls, bumping and clustering and breathing, raised a window. It was three flights down to the pavement. Michael flailed.
    They took hold of Michael and pushed him out the window.
    Mr. Howard, their teacher, came into the room. 'Wait a minute!' he shouted.
    Michael fell three flights. Michael died.
    Nothing was done about it. The police shrugged eloquently. These children were all eight or nine, they didn't understand what they were doing. So.
    Mr. Howard's breakdown occurred the next day. He refused, ever again, to teach! 'But, why?' asked his friends. Mr. Howard gave no answer. He remained silent and a terrible light filled his eyes, and later he remarked that if he told them the truth they would think him quite insane.
    Mr. Howard left Madison City. He went to live in a small nearby town, Green Bay, for seven years, on an income managed from writing stories and poetry.
    He never married. The few women he approached always desired — children.
    In the autumn of his seventh year of self-enforced retirement, a good friend of Mr. Howard's, a teacher, fell ill. For lack of a proper substitute, Mr. Howard was summoned and convinced that it was his duty to take over the class. Because he realized the appointment could last no longer than a few weeks, Mr. Howard agreed, unhappily.
    'Sometimes,' announced Mr. Howard, slowly pacing the aisles of the schoolroom on that Monday morning in September, 'sometimes, I actually believe that children are invaders from another dimension.'
    He stopped, and his shiny dark eyes snapped from face to face of his small audience. He held one hand behind him, clenched. The other hand, like a pale animal, climbed his lapel as he talked and later climbed back down to toy with his ribboned glasses.
    'Sometimes,' he continued, looking at William Arnold and Russell Newell, and Donald Bowers and Charlie Hencoop, 'sometimes I believe children are little monsters thrust out of hell, because the devil could no longer cope with them. And I certainly believe that everything should be done to reform their uncivil little minds.'
    Most of his words ran unfamiliarly into the washed and unwashed ears of Arnold, Newell, Bowers and Company. But the tone inspired one to dread. The little girls lay back in their seats, against their pigtails, lest he yank them like bell-ropes, to summon the dark angels. All stared at Mr. Howard, as if hypnotized.
    'You are another race entirely, your motives, your beliefs, your disobediences,' said Mr. Howard. 'You are not human. You are — children. Therefore, until such time as you are adults, you have no right to demand privileges or question your elders, who know better.'
    He paused, and put his elegant rump upon the chair behind the neat, dustless desk.
    'Living in your world of fantasy,' he said, scowling darkly. 'Well, there'll be no fantasy here. You'll soon discover that a ruler on your hand is no dream, no faerie frill, no Peter Pan excitement.' He snorted. 'Have I frightened you? I have. Good! Well and good. You deserve to be. I want you to know where we stand. I'm not afraid of you, remember that. I'm not afraid of you' His hand trembled and he drew back in his chair as all their eyes stared at him. 'Here!' He flung a glance clear across the room. 'What're you whispering about, back there? Some necromancy or other?'
    A little girl raised her hand. 'What's necromancy?'
    'We'll discuss that when our two young friends, Mr. Arnold and Mr. Bowers, explain their whispers. Well, young men?'
    Donald Bowers arose. 'We don't like you. That's all we said.' He sat down again.
    Mr. Howard raised his brows. 'I like frankness, truth. Thank you for your honesty. But, simultaneously, I do not tolerate flippant rebellion. You'll stay an hour after school tonight and wash the boards.'
    After school, walking home, with autumn leaves falling both before and after his passing. Mr. Howard caught up with four of his students. He rapped his cane sharply on the pavement. 'Here, what are you children doing?'
    The two startled boys and girls jerked as if struck upon their shoulders by his cane. 'Oh,' they all said.
    'Well,' demanded the man. 'Explain. What were you doing here when I came up?'
    William Arnold said, 'Playing poison.'
    'Poison!' Their teacher's face twisted. He was carefully sarcastic. 'Poison, poison, playing poison. Well. And how does one play poison?'
    Reluctantly, William Arnold ran off.
    'Come back here!' shouted Mr. Howard.
    'I'm only showing you,' said the boy, hopping over a cement block of the pavement, 'how we play poison. Whenever we come to a dead man we jump over him.'
    'One does, does one?' said Mr. Howard.
    'If you jump on a dead man's grave, then you're poisoned and fall down and die,' explained Isabel Skelton, much too brightly.
    'Dead men, graves, poisoned,' Mr. Howard said, mockingly. 'Where do you get this dead man idea?'
    'See?' said Clara Parris, pointing with her arithmetic. 'On this square, the name of the two dead men.'
    'Ridiculous,' retorted Mr. Howard, squinting down. 'Those are simply the names of the contractors who mixed and laid the cement pavement.'
    Isabel and Clara both gasped wildly and turned accusing eyes to the two boys. 'You said they were gravestones!' they cried, almost together.
    William Arnold looked at his feet. 'Yeah. They are. Well, almost. Anyway.' He looked up. 'It's late. I gotta go home. So long.'
    Clara Parris looked at the two little names cut into the pavement. 'Mr. Kelly and Mr. Terrill,' she read the names. 'Then these aren't graves? Mr. Kelly and Mr. Terrill aren't buried here? See, Isabel, that's what I told you, a dozen times I did.'
    'You did not,' sulked Isabel.
    'Deliberate lies,' Mr. Howard tapped his cane in an impatient code. 'Falsification of the highest calibre. Good God, Mr. Arnold, Mr. Bowers, there'll be no more of this, do you understand?'
    'Yes, sir,' mumbled the boys.
    'Speak up!'
    'Yes, sir,' they replied, again.
    Mr. Howard swung off swiftly down the street. William Arnold waited until he was out of sight before he said, 'I hope a bird drops something right smack on his nose — '
    'Come on, Clara, let's play poison,' said Isabel, hopefully.
    Clara pouted. 'It's been spoiled. I'm going home.'
    'I'm poisoned!' cried Donald Bowers, falling to the earth and frothing merrily. 'Look, I'm poisoned! Gahhh!'
    'Oh,' cried Clara, angrily, and ran away.
    Saturday morning Mr. Howard glanced out of his front window and swore when he saw Isabel Skelton making chalk marks on his pavement and then hopping about, making a monotonous sing-song with her voice.
    'Stop that!'
    Rushing out, he almost flung her to the pavement in his emotion. He grabbed her and shook her violently and let her go and stood over her and the chalk marks.
    'I was only playing hopscotch,' she sobbed, hands over her eyes.
    'I don't care, you can't play it here,' he declared. Bending, he erased the chalk marks with his handkerchief, muttering. 'Young witch. Pentagrams. Rhymes and incantations, and all looking perfectly innocent, God, how innocent. You littlefiend!' he made as if to strike her, but stopped. Isabel ran off, wailing. 'Go ahead, you little fool!' he screamed, furiously. 'Run off and tell your little cohorts that you've failed. They'll have to try some other way! They won't get around me, they won't, oh, no!'
    He stalked back into his house and poured himself a stiff drink of brandy and drank it down. The rest of the day he heard the children playing kick-the-can, hide-and-seek. Over-Annie-Over, jacks, tops, mibs, and the sound of the little monsters in every shrub and shadow would not let him rest. 'Another week of this,' he thought, 'and I'll be stark staring.' He flung his hand to his aching head. 'God in heaven, why weren't we all born adults?'
    Another week, then. And the hatred growing between him and the children. The hate and the fear growing apace. The nervousness, the sudden tantrums over nothing, and then — the silent waiting, the way the children climbed the trees and looked at him as they swiped late apples, the melancholy smell of autumn settling in around the town, the days growing short, the night coming too soon.
    'But they won't touch me, they won'tdaretouch me,' thought Mr. Howard sucking down one glass of brandy after another. 'It's all very silly anyhow, and there's nothing to it. I'll soon be away from here, and — them. I'll soon — '
    There was a white skull at the window.
    It was eight o'clock of a Thursday evening. It had been a long week, with the angry flares and the accusations. He had had to continually chase the children away from the water-main excavation in front of his house. Children loved excavations, hiding-places, pipes and conduits and trenches, and they were ever ascramble over and on and down in and up out of the holes where the new pipes were being laid. It was all finished, thank the Lord, and tomorrow the workmen would shovel in the earth and tamp it down and put in a new cement pavement, and that would eliminate the children. But, right now —
    There was a white skull at the window!
    There could be no doubt that a boy's hand held the skull against the glass, tapping and moving it. There was a childish tittering from outside.
    Mr. Howard burst from the house. 'Hey, you!' He exploded into the midst of the three running boys. He leaped after them, shouting and yelling. The street was dark, but he saw the figures dart beyond and below him. He saw them sort of bound and could not remember the reason for this, until too late.
    The earth opened under him. He fell and lay in a pit, his head taking a terrific blow from a laid water-pipe, and as he lost consciousness he had an impression as of an avalanche, set off by his fall, cascading down cool moist pellets of dirt upon his pants, his shoes, upon his coat, upon his spine, upon the back of his neck, his head, filling his mouth, his ears, his eyes, his nostrils. . .
    The neighbour lady with the eggs wrapped in a napkin, knocked on Mr. Howard's door the next day for five minutes. When she opened the door, finally, and walked in, she found nothing but specules of rug-dust floating in the sunny air, the big halls were empty, the cellar smelled of coal and clinkers, and the attic had nothing in it but a rat, a spider, and a faded letter. 'Funniest thing,' she said many times in the following years, 'whatever happened to Mr. Howard.'
    And adults, being what they are, never observant, paid no attention to the children playing 'Poison' on Oak Bay Street, in all the following autumns. Even when the children leaped over one particular square of cement, twisted about and glanced at the marks on it which read:
    'M. HOWARD — R.I.P.'
    'Who's Mr. Howard, Billy?'
    'Aw, I guess he's the guy who laid the cement.'
    'What does R.I.P. mean?'
    'Aw, who knows? You're poison! you stepped on it!'
    'Get along, get along, children; don't stand in Mother's path! Get along now!'
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The Lifework of Juan Díaz
Filomena flung the plank door shut with such violence the candle blew out; she and her crying children were left in darkness. The only things to be seen were through the window – the adobe houses, the cobbled streets, where now the gravedigger stalked up the hill, his spade on his shoulder, moonlight honing the blue metal as he turned into the high cold graveyard and was gone.
‘Mamacita, what’s wrong?’ Filepe, her oldest son, just nine, pulled at her. For the strange dark man had said nothing, just stood at the door with the spade and nodded his head and waited until she banged the door in his face. ‘Mamacita?’
‘That gravedigger.’ Filomena’s hands shook as she relit the candle. ‘The rent is long overdue on your father’s grave. Your father will be dug up and placed down in the catacomb, with a wire to hold him standing against the wall, with the other mummies.’
‘No, Mamacita!’
‘Yes.’ She caught the children to her. ‘Unless we find the money. Yes.’
‘I – I will kill that gravedigger!’ cried Filepe.
‘It is his job. Another would take his place if he died, and another and another after him.’
They thought about the man and the terrible high place where he lived and moved and the catacomb he stood guard over and the strange earth into which people went to come forth dried like desert flowers and tanned like leather for shoes and hollow as drums which could be tapped and beaten, an earth which made great cigar-brown rustling dry mummies that might languish forever leaning like fence poles along the catacomb halls. And, thinking of all this familiar but unfamiliar stuff, Filomena and her children were cold in summer, and silent though their hearts made a vast stir in their bodies. They huddled together for a moment longer and then:
‘Filepe,’ said the mother, ‘come.’ She opened the door and they stood in the moonlight listening to hear any far sound of a blue metal spade biting the earth, heaping the sand and old flowers. But there was a silence of stars ‘You others,’ said Filomena, ‘to bed.’
The door shut. The candle flickered.
The cobbles of the town poured in a river of gleaming moon-silver stone down the hills, past green parks and little shops and the place where the coffin maker tapped and made the clock sounds of death-watch beetles all day and all night, forever in the life of these people. Up along the slide and rush of moonlight on the stones, her skirt whispering of her need, Filomena hurried with Filepe breathless at her side. They turned in at the Official Palace.
The man behind the small, littered desk in the dimly lit office glanced up in some surprise. ‘Filomena, my cousin!’
‘Ricardo.’ She took his hand and dropped it. ‘You must help me.’
‘If God does not prevent. But ask.’
‘They—’ The bitter stone lay in her mouth; she tried to get it out. ‘Tonight they are taking Juan from the earth.’
Ricardo, who had half risen, now sat back down, his eyes growing wide and full of light, and then narrowing and going dull. ‘If not God, then God’s creatures prevent. Has the year gone so swiftly since Juan’s death? Can it truly be the rent has come due?’ He opened his empty palms and showed them to the woman. ‘Ah, Filomena, I have no money.’
‘But if you spoke to the gravedigger. You are the police.’
‘Filomena, Filomena, the law stops at the edge of the grave.’
‘But if he will give me ten weeks, only ten, it is almost the end of summer. The Day of the Dead is coming. I will make, I will sell, the candy skulls, and give him the money, oh, please, Ricardo.’
And here at last, because there was no longer a way to hold the coldness in and she must let it free before it froze her so she could never move again, she put her hands to her face and wept. And Filepe, seeing that it was permitted, wept, too, and said her name over and over.
‘So,’ said Ricardo, rising. ‘Yes, yes. I will walk to the mouth of the catacomb and spit into it. But, ah, Filomena, expect no answer. Not so much as an echo. Lead the way.’ And he put his official cap, very old, very greasy, very worn, upon his head.
The graveyard was higher than the churches, higher than all the buildings, higher than all the hills. It lay on the highest rise of all, overlooking the night valley of the town.
As they entered the vast ironwork gate and advanced among the tombs, the three were confronted by the sight of the gravedigger’s back bent into an ever-increasing hole, lifting out spade after spade of dry dirt onto an ever-increasing mound. The digger did not even look up, but made a quiet guess as they stood at the grave’s edge.
‘Is that Ricardo Albañez, the chief of police?’
‘Stop digging!’ said Ricardo.
The spade flashed down, dug, lifted, poured. ‘There is a funeral tomorrow. This grave must be empty, open and ready.’
‘No one has died in the town.’
‘Someone always dies. So I dig. I have already waited two months for Filomena to pay what she owes. I am a patient man.’
‘Be still more patient.’ Ricardo touched the moving, hunching shoulder of the bent man.
‘Chief of the police.’ The digger paused to lean, sweating, upon his spade. ‘This is my country, the country of the dead. These here tell me nothing, nor does any man. I rule this land with a spade, and a steel mind. I do not like the live ones to come talking, to disturb the silence I have so nicely dug and filled. Do I tell you how to conduct your municipal palace? Well, then. Good night.’ He resumed his task.
‘In the sight of God,’ said Ricardo, standing straight and stiff, his fists at his sides, ‘and this woman and her son, you dare to desecrate the husband-father’s final bed?’
‘It is not final and not his, I but rented it to him.’ The spade floated high, flashing moonlight. ‘I did not ask the mother and son here to watch this sad event. And listen to me, Ricardo, police chief, one day you will die. I will bury you. Remember that:I. You will be in my hands. Then, oh,then.’
‘Then what?’ shouted Ricardo. ‘You dog, do you threaten me?’
‘I dig.’ The man was very deep now, vanishing in the shadowed grave, sending only his spade up to speak for him again and again in the cold light. ‘Good night, señor, señora, niño. Good night.’
Outside her small adobe hut, Ricardo smoothed his cousin’s hair and touched her cheek. ‘Filomena, ah, God.’
‘You did what you could.’
‘That terrible one. When I am dead, what awful indignities might he not work upon my helpless flesh? He would set me upside down in the tomb, hang me by my hair in a far, unseen part of the catacomb. He takes on weight from knowing someday he will have us all. Good night, Filomena. No, not even that. For the night is bad.’
He went away down the street.
Inside, among her many children, Filomena sat with face buried in her lap.
Late the next afternoon, in the tilted sunlight, shrieking, the schoolchildren chased Filepe home. He fell, they circled him, laughing.
‘Filepe, Filepe, we saw your father today, yes!’
‘Where?’ they asked themselves shyly.
‘In the catacomb!’ they gave answer.
‘What a lazy man! He just stands there!’
‘He never works!’
‘He don’t speak! Oh, that Juan Díaz!’
Filepe stood violently atremble under the blazed sun, hot tears streaming from his wide and half-blinded eyes.
Within the hut, Filomena heard, and the knife sounds entered her heart. She leaned against the cool wall, wave after dissolving wave of remembrance sweeping her.
In the last month of his life, agonized, coughing, and drenched with midnight perspirations, Juan had stared and whispered only to the raw ceiling above his straw mat.
‘What sort of man am I, to starve my children and hunger my wife? What sort of death is this, to die in bed?’
‘Hush.’ She placed her cool hand over his hot mouth. But he talked beneath her fingers. ‘What has our marriage been but hunger and sickness and now nothing? Ah, God, you are a good woman, and now I leave you with no money even for my funeral!’
And then at last he had clenched his teeth and cried out at the darkness and grown very quiet in the warm candleshine and taken her hands into his own and held them and swore an oath upon them, vowed himself with religious fervor.
‘Filomena, listen. I will be with you. Though I have not protected in life, I will protect in death. Though I fed not in life, in death I will bring food. Though I was poor, I will not be poor in the grave. This I know. This I cry out. This I assure you of. In death I will work and do many things. Do not fear. Kiss the little ones. Filomena. Filomena …’
And then he had taken a deep breath, a final gasp, like one who settles beneath warm waters. And he had launched himself gently under, still holding his breath, for a testing of endurance through all eternity. They waited for a long time for him to exhale. But this he did not do. He did not reappear above the surface of life again. His body lay like a waxen fruit on the mat, a surprise to the touch. Like a wax apple to the teeth, so was Juan Díaz to all their senses.
And they took him away to the dry earth which was like the greatest mouth of all which held him a long time, draining the bright moisture of his life, drying him like ancient manuscript paper, until he was a mummy as light as chaff, an autumn harvest ready for the wind.
From that time until this, the thought had come and come again to Filomena, how will I feed my lost children, with Juan burning to brown crepe in a silver-tinseled box, how lengthen my children’s bones and push forth their teeth in smiles and color their cheeks?
The children screamed again outside, in happy pursuit of Filepe.
Filomena looked to the distant hill, up which bright tourists’ cars hummed bearing many people from the United States. Even now they paid a peso each to that dark man with the spade so that they might step down throught his catacombs among the standing dead, to see what the sun-dry earth and the hot wind did toallbodies in this town.
Filomena watched the tourist cars, and Juan’s voice whispered, ‘Filomena.’ And again: ‘This I cry out. In death I will work … I will not be poor … Filomena …’ His voice ghosted away. And she swayed and was almost ill, for an idea had come into her mind which was new and terrible and made her heart pound. ‘Filepe!’ she cried suddenly.
And Filepe escaped the jeering children and shut the door on the hot white day and said, ‘Yes, Mamacita?’
‘Sit, niño, we must talk, in the name of the saints, we must!’
She felt her face grow old because the soul grew old behind it, and she said, very slowly, with difficulty, ‘Tonight we must go in secret to the catacomb.’
‘Shall we take a knife’ – Filepe smiled wildly –’and kill the dark man?’
‘No, no, Filepe, listen.…’
And he heard the words that she spoke.
And the hours passed and it was a night of churches. It was night of bells, and singing. Far off in the air of the valley you could hear voices chanting the evening Mass, you could see children walking with lit candles, in a solemn file, ’way over there on the side of the dark hill, and the huge bronze bells were tilting up and showering out their thunderous crashes and bangs that made the dogs spin, dance and bark on the empty roads.
The graveyard lay glistening, all whiteness, all marble snow, all sparkle and glitter of harsh gravel like an eternal fall of hail, crunched under their feet as Filomena and Filepe took their shadows with them, ink-black and constant from the unclouded moon. They glanced over their shoulders in apprehension, but one cried Halt! They had seen the gravedigger drift, made footless by shadow, down the hill, in answer to a night summons. Now: ‘Quick, Filepe, the lock!’ Together they inserted a long metal rod between padlock hasps and wooden doors which lay flat to the dry earth. Together they seized and pulled. The wood split. The padlock hasps sprang loose. Together they raised the huge doors and flung them back, rattling. Together they peered down into the darkest, most silent night of all. Below, the catacomb waited.
Filomena straightened her shoulders and took a breath.
‘Now.’
And put her foot upon the first step.
In the adobe of Filomena Díaz, her children slept sprawled here or there in the cool night room, comforting each other with the sound of their warm breathing.
Suddenly their eyes sprang wide.
Footsteps, slow and halting, scraped the cobbles outside. The door shot open. For an instant the silhouettes of three people loomed in the white evening sky beyond the door. One child sat up and struck a match.
‘No!’ Filomena snatched out with one hand to claw the light. The match fell away. She gasped. The door slammed. The room was solid black. To this blackness Filomena said at last:
‘Light no candles. Your father has come home.’
The thudding, the insistent knocking and pounding shook the door at midnight.
Filomena opened the door.
The gravedigger almost screamed in her face. ‘There you are! Thief! Robber!’
Behind him stood Ricardo, looking very rumpled and very tired and very old. ‘Cousin, permit us, I am sorry. Our friend here—’
‘I am the friend of no one,’ cried the gravedigger. ‘A lock has been broken and a body stolen. To know the identity of the body is to know the thief. I could only bring you here. Arrest her.’
‘One small moment, please.’ Ricardo took the man’s hand from his arm and turned, bowing gravely to his cousin. ‘May we enter?’
‘There, there!’ The gravedigger leaped in, gazed wildly about and pointed to a far wall. ‘You see?’
But Ricardo would look only at this woman. Very gently he asked her, ‘Filomena?’
Filomena’s face was the face of one who has gone through a long tunnel of night and has come to the other end at last, where lives a shadow of coming day. Her eyes were prepared. Her mouth knew what to do. All the terror was gone now. What remained was as light as the great length of autumn chaff she had carried down the hill with her good son. Nothing more could happen to her ever in her life; this you knew from how she held her body as she said, ‘We have no mummy here.’
‘I believe you, cousin, but’ – Ricardo cleared his throat uneasily and raised his eyes –’what stands there against the wall?’
‘To celebrate the festival of the day of the dead ones’ – Filomena did not turn to look where he was looking –’I have taken paper and flour and wire and clay and made of it a life-size toy which looks like the mummies.’
‘Have you indeed done this?’ asked Ricardo, impressed.
‘No, no!’ The gravedigger almost danced in exasperation.
‘With your permission.’ Ricardo advanced to confront the figure which stood against the wall. He raised his flashlight. ‘So,’ he said. ‘And so.’
Filomena looked only out the open door into the late moonlight. ‘The plan I have for this mummy which I have made with my own hands is good.’
‘What plan, what?’ the gravedigger demanded, turning.
‘We will have money to eat with. Would you deny my children this?’
But Ricardo was not listening. Near the far wall, he tilted his head this way and that and rubbed his chin, squinting at the tall shape which enwrapped its own shadow, which kept its own silence, leaning against the adobe.
‘A toy,’ mused Ricardo. ‘The largest death toy I have ever seen. I have seen man-size skeletons in windows, and man-size coffins made of cardboard and filled with candy skulls, yes. But this! I stand in awe, Filomena.’
‘Awe?’ said the gravedigger, his voice rising to a shriek. ‘This is no toy, this is—’
‘Do you swear, Filomena?’ said Ricardo, not looking at him. He reached out and tapped a few times on the rust-colored chest of the figure. It made the sound of a lonely drum. ‘Do you swear this is papier-mâché?’
‘By the Virgin, I swear.’
‘Well, then.’ Ricardo shrugged, snorted, laughed. ‘It is simple. If you swear by the Virgin, what more need be said? No court action is necessary. Besides, it might take weeks or months to prove or disprove this is or is not a thing of flour paste and old newspapers colored with brown earth.’
‘Weeks, months, prove, disprove!’ The gravedigger turned in a circle as if to challenge the sanity of the universe held tight and impossible in these four walls. ‘This “toy” is my property, mine!’
‘The “toy,”’ said Filomena serenely, gazing out at the hills, ‘if it is a toy, and made by me, must surely belong to me. And even,’ she went on, quietly communing with the new reserve of peace in her body, ‘even if it is not a toy, and it is indeed Juan Díaz come home, why, then, does not Juan Díaz belong first to God?’
‘How can one argue that?’ wondered Ricardo.
The gravedigger was willing to try. But before he had stuttered forth a half-dozen words, Filomena said, ‘And after God, in God’s eyes, and at God’s altar and in God’s church, on one of God’s holiest days, did not Juan Díaz say that he would be mine throughout his days?’
‘Throughout his days – ah, ha, there you are!’ said the gravedigger. ‘But his days are over, and now he is mine!’
‘So,’ said Filomena, ‘God’s property first, and then Filomena Díaz’ property, that is if this toy is not a toy and is Juan Díaz, and anyway, landlord of the dead, you evicted your tenant, you so much as said you did not want him, if you love him so dearly and want him, will you pay the new rent and tenant him again?’
But so smothered by rage was the landlord of silence that it gave Ricardo time to step in. ‘Grave keeper, I see many months and many lawyers, and many points, fine points, to argue this way and that, which include real estate, toy manufactories, God, Filomena, one Juan Díaz wherever he is, hungry children, the conscience of a digger of graves, and so much complication that death’s business will suffer. Under the circumstances are you prepared for these long years in and out of court?’
‘I am prepared—’ said the gravedigger, and paused.
‘My good man,’ said Ricardo, ‘the other night you gave me some small bit of advice, which I now return to you. I do not tell you how to control your dead. You, now, do not say how I control the living. Your jurisdiction ends at the tombyard gate. Beyond stand my citizens, silent or otherwise. So …’
Ricardo thumped the upright figure a last time on its hollow chest. It gave forth the sound of a beating heart, a single strong and vibrant thump which made the gravedigger jerk.
‘I pronounce this officially fake, a toy, no mummy at all. We waste time here. Come along, citizen gravedigger. Back to your proper land! Good night, Filomena’s children, Filomena, good cousin.’
‘What aboutit, what abouthim?’ said the gravedigger, motionless, pointing.
‘Why do you worry?’ asked Ricardo. ‘It goes nowhere. It stays, if you should wish to pursue the law. Do you see it running? You do not. Good night. Good night.’
The door slammed. They were gone before Filomena could put out her hand to thank anyone.
She moved in the dark to place a candle at the foot of the tall corn-husk-dry silence. This was a shrine now, she thought, yes. She lit the candle.
‘Do not fear, children,’ she murmured. ‘To sleep now. To sleep.’ And Filepe lay down and the others lay back, and at last Filomena herself lay with a single thin blanket over her on the woven mat by the light of the single candle, and her thoughts before she moved into sleep were long thoughts of the many days that made up tomorrow. In the morning, she thought, the tourist cars will sound on the road, and Filepe will move among them, telling them of this place. And there will be a painted sign outside this door: MUSEUM–30 CENTAVOS. And the tourists will come in, because the graveyard is on the hill, but we are first, we are here in the valley, and close at hand and easy to find. And one day soon with these tourists’ money we shall mend the roof, and buy great sacks of fresh corn flour, and some tangerines, yes, for the children. And perhaps one day we will all travel to Mexico City, to the very big schools because of what has happened on this night.
For Juan Díaz is truly home, she thought. He is here, he waits for those who would come to see him. And at his feet I will place a bowl into which the tourists will place more money that Juan Díaz himself tried so hard to earn in all his life.
Juan. She raised her eyes. The breathing of the children was hearthwarm about her. Juan, do you see? Do you know? Do you truly understand? Do you forgive, Juan, do you forgive?
The candle flame flickered.
She closed her eyes. Behind her lids she saw the smile of Juan Díaz, and whether it was the smile that death had carved upon his lips, or whether it was a new smile she had given him or imagined for him, she could not say. Enough that she felt him standing tall and alone and on guard, watching over them and proud through the rest of the night.
A dog barked far away in a nameless town.
Only the gravedigger, wide awake in his tombyard, heard.
Annotation




 
 
 
 
 
A Literary Encounter
It had been going on for a long time, but perhaps she first gave it notice     this autumn evening when Charlie was walking the dog and met her on the way back from the     grocer’s. They had been married a year, but it wasn’t often they happened on each other this     way, like two strangers.
‘God, it’s good to see you, Marie!’ he cried, taking her arm fiercely. His     dark eyes were shining and he was sniffing great lungfuls of the sharp air. ‘God, isn’t it a     lost evening, though!’
‘It’s nice.’ She looked quietly at him as they walked toward their house.
‘October,’ he gasped. ‘Lord, I love to be out in it, eating it, breathing it,     smelling its smell. Oh, it’s a wild, sad month, all right. Look at the way the trees are     burning with it. The world’s on fire in October; and you think of all the dead you’ll never see again.’ He gripped her hand tightly.
‘Just a minute. The dog wants to stop.’
They waited in the cold darkness while the dog tapped a tree with his     nose.
‘God, smell that incense!’ The husband stretched. ‘I feel tall tonight, like     I could stride the earth, yank down stars, start volcanoes roaring!’
‘Is your headache gone from this morning?’ she asked softly.
‘Gone, Christ, it’llnevercome back! Who thinks of     headaches on such a night! Listen to the leaves rustle! Listen to that wind in the high and     empty trees! God, isn’t it a lonely, lost time, though, and where are we going, we lost and     wandering souls on the brick pavements of the surging cities and little lonely towns where the     trains pound through the night? I’d love to be traveling tonight, oh, traveling anywhere, to be     out in it, drinking its wildness, its sad sweetness!’
‘Why don’t we ride the trolley out to Chessman Park tonight, it’s a nice     ride,’ she said, nodding.
He flung up a hand, urging on the slow dog. ‘No, I meanreallytraveling! Over bridges and hills and by cold cemeteries and past hidden     villages where lights are all out and nobody knows you’re passing in the night on ringing     steel!’
‘Well, then, we might take the North Shore up to Chicago for the weekend,’     she suggested.
He looked at her pitiably in the dark and     crushed her small cool hand in his mighty one. ‘No,’ he said with grand simplicity. ‘No.’ He     turned. ‘Come on. Home to a huge dinner. Three steaks, I want, a glutton’s repast! Rare red     wines, rich sauces, and a steaming tureen of creamed soup, with an after-dinner liqueur,     and—’
‘We’ve pork chops and peas.’ She unlocked the front door.
On the way to the kitchen, she tossed her hat. It landed on an opened copy of     Thomas Wolfe’sOf Time and the River, which lay under the hurricane     lamp. Giving her husband a look, she ran to investigate the potatoes.
Three nights passed in which he stirred violently in bed when the wind blew.     He stared with intent brightness at the window rattling in the autumn storm. Then, he     relaxed.
The following evening, when she entered from snatching a few sheets off the     line, she found him seated deep in his library chair, a cigarette hanging from his lower     lip.
‘Drink?’ he said.
‘Yes,’ she said.
‘What?’
‘What do you mean, “what?”’ she asked.
A faint tinge of irritation moved in his impassive cold face.
‘Whatkind?’ he said.
‘Scotch,’ she said.
‘Soda?’ he said.
‘Right.’ She felt her face take on the same expressionless aspect as his.
He lunged over to the cabinet, took out a couple glasses big as vases, and     perfunctorily filled them.
‘Okay?’ He gave her hers.
She looked at it. ‘Fine.’
‘Dinner?’ He eyed her coldly, over his drink.
‘Steak.’
‘Hash browns?’ His lips were a thin line.
‘Right.’
‘Good girl.’ He laughed a little, bleakly, tossing the drink into his hard     mouth, eyes closed.
She lifted her drink. ‘Luck.’
‘You said it.’ He thought it over slyly, eyes moving about the room.     ‘Another?’
‘Don’t mind,’ she said.
‘Atta girl,’ he said. ‘Atta baby.’
He shot soda into her glass. It sounded like a fire hose let loose in the     silence. He walked back to lose himself like a little boy in the immense library chair. Just     before sinking behind a copy of Dashiell Hammett’sThe Maltese     Falcon, he drawled, ‘Call me.’
She turned her glass slowly in her hand that was like a white tarantula.
‘Check,’ she said.
*    *    *
She watched him for another week. She     found herself frowning most of the time. Several times she felt like screaming.
As she watched, one evening, he seated himself at dinner and said:
‘Madame, you look absolutely exquisite tonight.’
‘Thank you.’ She passed the corn.
‘A most extraordinary circumstance occurred at the office today,’ he said. ‘A     gentleman called to ascertain my health. “Sir,” I said politely. “I am in excellent     equilibrium, and am in no need of your services.” “Oh, but, sir,” he said, “I am representative     of such-and-so’s insurance company, and I wish only to give into your hands this splendid and     absolutely irreproachable policy.” Well, we conversed pleasantly enough, and, resultantly, this     evening, I am the proud possessor of a new life insurance, double indemnity and all, which     protects you under all circumstances, dear kind lady love of my life.’
‘How nice,’ she said.
‘Perhaps you will also be pleased to learn,’ he said, ‘that for the last few     days, beginning on the night of Thursday last, I became acquainted and charmed with the     intelligent and certain prose of one Samuel Johnson. I am now amidst hisLife of Alexander Pope.’
‘So much I assumed,’ she said, ‘from your demeanor.’
‘Eh?’ He held his knife and fork politely before him.
‘Charlie,’ she said wistfully. ‘Could you do me a big favor?’
‘Anything.’
‘Charlie, do you remember when we married a year ago?’
‘But yes; every sweet, singular instant of our courtship!’
‘Well, Charlie, do you remember what books you were reading during our     courtship?’
‘Is it of importance, my darling?’
‘Very.’
He put himself to it with a scowl. ‘I cannot remember,’ he admitted finally.     ‘But I shall attempt to recall during the evening.’
‘I wish you would,’ she urged. ‘Because, well, because I’d like you to start     reading those books again, those books, whatever they were, which you read when first we met.     You swept me from my feet with your demeanor then. But since, you’ve–changed.’
‘Changed?I?’ He drew back as from a cold     draft.
‘I wish you’d start reading those same books again,’ she repeated.
‘But why do you desire this?’
‘Oh, because.’
‘Truly a woman’s reason.’ He slapped his knees. ‘But I shall try to please.     As soon as I recall, I shall read those books once more.’
‘And, Charlie, one more thing, promise to read them every day for the rest of     your life?’
‘Your wish, dear lady, my command. Please pass the salt.’
But he did not remember the names of the books. The long evening passed and she looked at her hands, biting her lips.
Promptly at eight o’clock, she jumped up, crying out, ‘I remember!’
In a matter of instants she was in their car, driving down the dark streets     to town, into a bookstore where, laughing, she bought ten books.
‘Thank you!’ said the book dealer. ‘Good night!’
The door slammed with a tinkle of bells.
Charlie read late at night, sometimes fumbling to bed, blind with literature,     at three in the morning.
Now, at ten o’clock, before retiring, Marie slipped into the library, laid     the ten books quietly next to Charlie, and tiptoed out.
She watched through the library keyhole, her heart beating loudly in her. She     was in a perfect fever.
After a time, Charlie glanced up at the desk. He blinked at the new books.     Hesitantly, he closed his copy of Samuel Johnson, and sat there.
‘Go on,’ whispered Marie through the keyhole. ‘Go on!’ Her breath came and     went in her mouth.
Charlie licked his lips thoughtfully and then, slowly, he put out his hand.     Taking one of the new books, he opened it, settled down, and began reading.
Singing softly, Marie walked off to bed.
 
He bounded into the kitchen the next morning with a glad cry. ‘Hello,     beautiful woman! Hello, lovely, wonderful, kind,     understanding creature, living in this great wide sweet world!’
She looked at him happily. ‘Saroyan?’ she said.
‘Saroyan!’ he cried, and they had breakfast.
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A Little Journey
There were two important things – one, that she was very old; two, that Mr Thirkell was taking her to God. For hadn’t he patted her hand and said: ‘Mrs Bellowes, we’ll take off into space in my rocket, and go to find Him together’?
And that was how it was going to be. Oh, this wasn’t like any other group Mrs Bellowes had ever joined. In her fervor to light a path for her delicate, tottering feet, she had struck matches down dark alleys, and found her way to Hindu mystics who floated their flickering, starry eyelashes over crystal balls. She had walked on the meadow paths with ascetic Indian philosophers imported by daughters-in-spirit of Madame Blavatsky. She had made pilgrimages to California’s stucco jungles to hunt the astrological seer in his natural habitat. She had even consented to signing away the rights to one of her homes in order to be taken into the shouting order of a temple of amazing evangelists who had promised her golden smoke, crystal fire, and the great soft hand of God coming to bear her home.
None of these people had ever shaken Mrs Bellowes’ faith, even when she saw them sirened away in a black wagon in the night, or discovered their pictures, bleak and unromantic, in the morning tabloids. The world had roughed them up and locked them away because they knew too much, that was all.
And then, two weeks ago, she had seen Mr Thirkell’s advertisement in New York City:
 
COME TO MARS!
Stay at the Thirkell Restorium for one week. And then, on into space on the greatest adventure life can offer! Send for Free Pamphlet: ‘Nearer My God To Thee.’ Excursion rates. Round trip slightly lower.
 
 
‘Round trip,’ Mrs Bellowes had thought. ‘But who would come back after seeingHim?’
And so she had bought a ticket and flown off to Mars and spent seven mild days at Mr Thirkell’s Restorium, the building with the sign on it which flashed: THIRKELL’S ROCKET TO HEAVEN! She had spent the week bathing in limpid waters and erasing the care from her tiny bones, and now she was fidgeting, ready to be loaded into Mr Thirkell’s own special private rocket, like a bullet, to be fired on out into space beyond Jupiter and Saturn and Pluto. And thus – who could deny it? – you would be getting nearer and nearer to the Lord. How wonderful! Couldn’t you justfeelHim drawing near? Couldn’t you just sense His breath, His scrutiny, His Presence?
‘Here I am,’ said Mrs Bellowes, ‘an ancient rickety elevator, ready to go up the shaft. God need only press the button.’
Now, on the seventh day, as she minced up the steps of the Restorium, a number of small doubts assailed her.
‘For one thing,’ she said aloud to no one, ‘it isn’t quite the land of milk and honey here on Mars that they said it would be. My room is like a cell, the swimming pool is really quite inadequate, and, besides, how many widows who look like mushrooms or skeletons want to swim? And, finally, the whole Restorium smells of boiled cabbage and tennis shoes!’
She opened the front door and let it slam, somewhat irritably.
She was amazed at the other women in the auditorium. It was like wandering in a carnival mirror-maze, coming again and again upon yourself – the same floury face, the same chicken hands, and jingling bracelets. One after another of the images of herself floated before her. She put out her hand, but it wasn’t a mirror; it was another lady shaking her fingers and saying:
‘We’re waiting for Mr Thirkell.Sh!’
‘Ah,’ whispered everyone.
The velvet curtains parted.
Mr Thirkell appeared, fantastically serene, his Egyptian eyes upon everyone. But there was something, nevertheless, in his appearance which made one expect him to call ‘Hi!’ while fuzzy dogs jumped over his legs, through his hooped arms, and over his back. Then, dogs and all, he should dance with a dazzling piano-keyboard smile off into the wings.
Mrs Bellowes, with a secret part of her mind which she constantly had to grip tightly, expected to hear a cheap Chinese gong sound when Mr Thirkell entered. His large liquid dark eyes were so improbable that one of the old ladies had facetiously claimed she saw a mosquito cloud hovering over them as they did around summer rain barrels. And Mrs Bellowes sometimes caught the scent of the theatrical mothball and the smell of calliope steam on his sharply pressed suit.
But with the same savage rationalization that had greeted all other disappointments in her rickety life, she bit at the suspicion and whispered, ‘This time it’sreal. This time it’ll work. Haven’t we got arocket?’
Mr Thirkell bowed. He smiled a sudden Comedy Mask smile. The old ladies looked in at his epiglottis and sensed chaos there.
Before he even began to speak, Mrs Bellowes saw him picking up each of his words, oiling it, making sure it ran smooth on its rails. Her heart squeezed in like a tiny fist, and she gritted her porcelain teeth.
‘Friends,’ said Mr Thirkell, and you could hear the frost snap in the hearts of the entire assemblage.
‘No!’ said Mrs Bellowes ahead of time. She could hear the bad news rushing at her, and herself tied to the track while the immense black wheels threatened and the whistle screamed, helpless.
‘There will be a slight delay,’ said Mr Thirkell.
In the next instant, Mr Thirkell might have cried, or been tempted to cry, ‘Ladies, be seated!’ in minstrel-fashion, for the ladies had come up at him from their chairs, protesting and trembling.
‘Not a very long delay.’ Mr Thirkell put up his hands to pat the air.
‘How long?’
‘Only a week.’
‘A week!’
‘Yes. You can stay here at the Restorium for seven more days, can’t you? A little delay won’t matter, will it, in the end? You’ve waited a lifetime. Only a few more days.’
At twenty dollars a day, thought Mrs Bellowes, coldly.
‘What’s the trouble?’ a woman cried.
‘A legal difficulty,’ said Mr Thirkell.
‘We’ve a rocket, haven’t we?’
‘Well, ye-ess.’
‘But I’ve been here a whole month, waiting,’ said one old lady. ‘Delays, delays!’
‘That’s right,’ said everyone.
‘Ladies, ladies,’ murmured Mr Thirkell, smiling serenely.
‘We want to see the rocket!’ It was Mrs Bellowes forging ahead, alone, brandishing her fist like a toy hammer.
Mr Thirkell looked into the old ladies’ eyes, a missionary among albino cannibals.
‘Well, now,’ he said.
‘Yes,now!’ cried Mrs Bellowes.
‘I’m afraid—’ he began.
‘So am I!’ she said. ‘That’s why we want to see the ship!’
‘No, no, now, Mrs—’ He snapped his fingers for her name.
‘Bellowes!’ she cried. She was a small container, but now all the seething pressures that had been built up over long years came steaming through the delicate vents of her body. Her cheeks became incandescent. With a wail that was like a melancholy factory whistle, Mrs Bellowes ran forward and hung to him, almost by her teeth, like a summer-maddened Spitz. She would not and never could let go until he died, and the other women followed, jumping and yapping like a pound let loose on its trainer, the same one who had petted them and to whom they had squirmed and whined joyfully an hour before, now milling about him, creasing his sleeves and frightening the Egyptian serenity from his gaze.
‘This way!’ cried Mrs Bellowes, feeling like Madame Lafarge. ‘Through the back! We’ve waited long enough to see the ship. Every day he’s put us off, every day we’ve waited, now let’s see.’
‘No, no, ladies!’ cried Mr Thirkell, leaping about.
They burst through the back of the stage and out a door, like a flood, bearing the poor man with them into a shed, and then out, quite suddenly, into an abandoned gymnasium.
‘There it is!’ said someone. ‘The rocket.’
And then a silence fell that was terrible to entertain.
There was the rocket.
Mrs Bellowes looked at it and her hands sagged away from Mr Thirkell’s collar.
The rocket was something like a battered copper pot. There were a thousand bulges and rents and rusty pipes and dirty vents on and in it. The ports were clouded over with dust, resembling the eyes of a blind hog.
Everyone wailed a little sighing wail.
‘Is that the rocket shipGlory Be to the Highest?’ cried Mrs Bellowes, appalled.
Mr Thirkell nodded and looked at his feet.
‘For which we paid out our one thousand dollars apiece and came all the way to Mars to get on board with you and go off to find Him?’ asked Mrs Bellowes.
‘Why, that isn’t worth a sack of dried peas,’ said Mrs Bellowes.
‘It’s nothing but junk!’
Junk, whispered everyone, getting hysterical.
‘Don’t let him get away!’
Mr Thirkell tried to break and run, but a thousand possum traps closed on him from every side. He withered.
Everybody walked around in circles like blind mice. There was a confusion and a weeping that lasted for five minutes as they went over and touched the Rocket, the Dented Kettle, the Rusty Container for God’s Children.
‘Well,’ said Mrs Bellowes. She stepped up into the askew doorway of the rocket and faced everyone. ‘It looks as if a terrible thing has been done to us,’ she said. ‘I haven’t any money to go back home to Earth and I’ve too much pride to go to the Government and tell them a common man like this has fooled us out of our life’s savings. I don’t know how you feel about it, all of you, but the reason all of us came is because I’m eighty-five, and you’re eighty-nine, and you’re seventy-eight, and all of us are nudging on toward a hundred, and there’s nothing on Earth for us, and it doesn’t appear there’s anything on Mars either. We all expected not to breathe much more air or crochet many more doilies or we’d never have come here. So what I have to propose is a simple thing – to take a chance.’
She reached out and touched the rusted hulk of the rocket.
‘This isourrocket. We paidforour trip. And we’re going totakeour trip!’
Everyone rustled and stood on tiptoes and opened an astonished mouth.
Mr Thirkell began to cry. He did it quite easily and very effectively.
‘We’re going to get in this ship,’ said Mrs Bellowes, ignoring him. ‘And we’re going to take off to where we were going.’
Mr Thirkell stopped crying long enough to say, ‘But it was all a fake. I don’t know anything about space. He’s not out there, anyway. I lied. I don’t know where He is, and I couldn’t find Him if I wanted to. And you were fools to ever take my word on it.’
‘Yes,’ said Mrs Bellowes, ‘we were fools. I’ll go along on that. But you can’t blame us, for we’re old, and it was a lovely, good and fine idea, one of the loveliest ideas in the world. Oh, we didn’t really fool ourselves that we could get nearer to Him physically. It was the gentle, mad dream of old people, the kind of thing you hold onto for a few minutes a day, even though you know it’s not true. So, all of you who want to go, you follow me in the ship.’
‘But you can’t go!’ said Mr Thirkell. ‘You haven’t got a navigator. And that ship’s a ruin!’
‘You,’ said Mrs Bellowes, ‘will be the navigator.’
She stepped into the ship, and after a moment, the other old ladies pressed forward. Mr Thirkell, windmilling his arms frantically, was nevertheless pressed through the port, and in a minute the door slammed shut. Mr Thirkell was strapped into the navigator’s seat, with everyone talking at once and holding him down. The special helmets were issued to be fitted over every gray or white head to supply extra oxygen in case of a leakage in the ship’s hull, and at long last the hour had come and Mrs Bellowes stood behind Mr Thirkell and said, ‘We’re ready, sir.’
He said nothing. He pleaded with them silently, using his great, dark, wet eyes, but Mrs Bellowes shook her head and pointed to the control.
‘Takeoff,’ agreed Mr Thirkell morosely, and pulled a switch.
Everybody fell. The rocket went up from the planet Mars in a great fiery glide, with the noise of an entire kitchen thrown down an elevator shaft, with a sound of pots and pans and kettles and fires boiling and stews bubbling, with a smell of burned incense and rubber and sulfur, with a color of yellow fire, and a ribbon of red stretching below them, and all the old women singing and holding to each other, and Mrs Bellowes crawling upright in the sighing, straining, trembling ship.
‘Head for space, Mr Thirkell.’
‘It can’t last,’ said Mr Thirkell, sadly. ‘This ship can’t last. It will—’
It did.
The rocket exploded.
Mrs Bellowes felt herself lifted and thrown about dizzily, like a doll. She heard the great screamings and saw the flashes of bodies sailing by her in fragments of metal and powdery light.
‘Help, help!’ cried Mr Thirkell, far away, on a small radio beam.
The ship disintegrated into a million parts, and the old ladies, all one hundred of them, were flung straight on ahead with the same velocity as the ship.
As for Mr Thirkell, for some reason of trajectory, perhaps, he had been blown out the other side of the ship. Mrs Bellowes saw him falling separate and away from them, screaming, screaming.
There goes Mr Thirkell, thought Mrs Bellowes.
And she knew where he was going. He was going to be burned and roasted and broiled good, but very good.
Mr Thirkell was falling down, into the Sun.
And here we are, thought Mrs Bellowes.Here we are, going on out, and out, and out.
There was hardly a sense of motion at all, but she knew that she was traveling at fifty thousand miles an hour and would continue to travel at that speed for an eternity, until.…
She saw the other women swinging all about her in their own trajectories, a few minutes of oxygen left to each of them in their helmets, and each was looking up to where they were going.
Of course, thought Mrs Bellowes.Out into space. Out and out, and the darkness like a great church, and the stars like candles, and in spite of everything, Mr Thirkell, the rocket, and the dishonesty, we are going toward the Lord.
And there, yes, there, as she fell on and on, coming toward her, she could almost discern the outline now, coming toward her was His mighty golden hand, reaching down to hold her and comfort her like a frightened sparrow.
‘I’m Mrs Amelia Bellowes,’ she said quietly, in her best company voice. ‘I’m from the planet Earth.’
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The Lonely Ones
They ate six suppers in the open, talking back and forth over the small campfire. The light shone high on the silver rocket in which they had traveled across space. From a long way off in the blue hills, their campfire seemed like a star that had landed beside the long Martian canals under the clear and windless Martian sky.
On the sixth night the two men sat by the fire, looking tensely in all directions.
‘Cold?’ asked Drew, for the other was shivering.
‘What?’ Smith looked at his arms. ‘No.’
Drew looked at Smith’s forehead. It was covered with sweat.
‘Too warm?’
‘No, not that either.’
‘Lonely?’
‘Maybe.’ His hand jerked as he put another piece of wood on the fire.
‘Game of cards?’
‘Can’t concentrate.’
Drew listened to Smith’s quick shallow breathing. ‘We’ve our information. Each day we took pictures and ore samples. We’re about loaded. Why don’t we start the trip home tonight?’
Smith laughed. ‘You’re notthatlonely, are you?’
‘Cut it.’
They shifted their boots in the cool sand. There was no wind. The fire burned steadily, straight up, fed by the oxygen hose from the ship. They themselves wore transparent glass masks over their faces, very thin, through which a soft oxygen film pulsed up from the oxygen vests under their jackets. Drew checked his wrist dial. Six more hours of oxygen in his jacket. Fine.
He pulled out his ukelele and started to strum on it carelessly, eyes half closed, leaning back to look at the stars.
The girl of my dreams is the sweetest girl
Of all the girls I know—
Each sweet coed, like a rainbow red
Fades in the afterglow.
The blue of her eyes and the gold of her hair …
The sound of the ukelele came up Drew’s arms into his earphones. Smith could not hear the instrument, only Drew’s singing. The atmosphere was too thin.
‘She’s the sweetheart of Sigma Chi—’
‘Aw, cut it out!’ cried Smith.
‘What’s eating you?’
‘I said cut it out, is all!’ Smith sat back, glaring at the other man.
‘Okay, okay, don’t get excited.’
Drew put the ukelele down and lay back, thinking. He knew what it was. It was in him, too. The cold loneliness, the midnight loneliness, the loneliness of distance and time and space, of stars and travel and months and days.
Only too well he remembered Anna’s face looking in at him through the space port of the rocket a minute before blast-off time. It was like a vivid, clear-cut blue cameo – the blue round glass and her lovely face, her hand uplifted to wave, her smiling lips and her bright eyes. She had kissed her hand to him. Then she had vanished.
He looked idly over at Smith. Smith’s eyes were closed. He was turning over a thought of his own in his mind. Marguerite, of course. Wonderful Marguerite, the brown eyes and the soft brown hair. Sixty million miles away on some improbable world where they had been born.
‘I wonder what they’re doing tonight?’ Drew said.
Smith opened his eyes and looked across the fire. Without even questioning Drew’s meaning, he replied, ‘Going to a television concert, swimming, playing badminton, lots of things.’
Drew nodded. He withdrew into himself again and he felt the sweat starting to come out in his hands and his face. He began to tremble and there was a shrill whining emotion deep inside himself. He didn’t want to sleep tonight. It would be like other nights. Out of nothing, the lips and the warmth and the dream. And, all too soon, the empty morning, the arising into the nightmare of reality.
He jumped up violently.
Smith fell back, staring.
‘Let’s take a walk, do something,’ said Drew heartily.
‘All right.’
They walked through the pink sands of the empty sea bottom, saying nothing, only walking. Drew felt part of the tightness vanish. He cleared his throat.
‘Suppose,’ he said, ‘just to be supposing, of course, you met up with a Martian woman? Now. Some time in the next hour?’
Smith snorted. ‘Don’t be silly. There aren’t any.’
‘But just suppose.’
‘I don’t know,’ replied Smith, looking ahead as he walked. He put his head down and rubbed his hand along the thin warm glass mask over his face. ‘Marguerite’s waiting for me in New York.’
‘And Anna’s waiting for me. But let’s be practical. Here we are, two very human men, a year away from earth, cold, lonely, isolated, in need of consolation, hand-holding. No wonder we’re brooding over the women we left behind.’
‘It’s plain silly to brood, and we ought to quit it. There’s no women around anyway, drat it!’
They walked onward for a distance.
‘Anyway,’ Smith continued at last, after a time of thinking, ‘if we did find a woman here, I’m sure Marguerite would be the first to comprehend the situation and forgive me.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Absolutely!’
‘Or are you rationalizing?’
‘No!’
‘Let me show you something, then. Turn back. Over there.’ Drew took Smith’s arm and guided him back and to one side about fifty paces. ‘The reason I brought the whole subject up is this.’ He pointed.
Smith gasped.
A footprint lay like a tiny soft valley in the sand.
The two men bent, put their fingers eagerly down, brushing nervously to each side of it. Their breath hissed in their nostrils. Smith’s eyes glittered.
They looked into each other’s faces for a long time.
‘A woman’s footstep!’ cried Smith.
‘Perfect in every detail,’ said Drew, nodding solemnly. ‘I happen to know. I once worked in a shoe store. I’d know a woman’s print anywhere. Perfect, perfect!’
They swallowed the thickened knots in their dry throats. Their hearts began to beat wildly.
Smith opened and closed his hands into fists. ‘Glory, it’s small! Look at the toes! Gosh, it’s dainty!’
He stood up and looked ahead, eyes squinted. Then, crying out, he began to run. ‘Here’s another, and another. More. They go on, that way!’
‘Take it easy,’ Drew caught up with him. He took hold of Smith’s arm. ‘Where you think you’re going?’
‘Let go; blast it!’ Smith pointed. ‘I’m following them up, of course.’
‘What about Marguerite?’
‘This is a devil of a time to talk of her. Let go before I crack you one!’
Musingly, Drew dropped his hand. ‘Okay. Go ahead.’
They ran together.…
Fresh footsteps, fresh and deep and delicately defined. Footsteps that rushed, swirled, pelted on before them, coming and going, alone, across the dry sea bottom. Glance at the wrist watch. Five minutes, then. Hurry. Rush. Run. Drew panted, laughing. Ridiculous. Silly. Two men plunging forward. Really, if it weren’t such a lonely, serious thing, he would sit down and laugh until he cried. Two supposedly intelligent men, two Robinson Crusoes racing after a feminine and as yet invisible girl Friday! Ha!
‘What’s funny?’ shouted Smith, far ahead.
‘Nothing. Watch the time. Oxygen gives out, you know.’
‘We’ve plenty.’
‘Watch it, though!’
Did she realize when she came by here, thought Drew amusedly, putting her footfalls so delicately into the earth, that by so doing, so innocently laying her gentle small feet, she would cause a crisis among men? No. Totally unaware. Totally.
He must run anyway and keep up with that insane Smith. Silly, silly. And yet – not so silly.
As Drew ran, a warmness filled his head. After all, it would be swell to sit by the fire tonight beside a beautiful woman, holding her hand, kissing her and touching her.
‘What if she’s blue?’
Smith turned as he ran. ‘What?’
‘What if her skin’s blue? Like the hills? What then?’
‘Blast you, Drew!’
‘Ha!’ Drew shouted his laugh and they pelted into an old river draw and along a canal, both lying empty in the seasonless time.
The footprints moved delicately on and on to the foothills. They had to stop when they reached the climb.
‘Dibs,’ said Drew, eyes sharp and yellow.
‘What?’
‘I said “Dibs on her.” That means I get to speak to her first. Remember when we were kids? We said “Dibs.” Okay. I just said “Dibs.” That makes it official.’
Smith was not smiling.
‘What’s wrong, Smith? ’Fraid of competition?’ said Drew.
Smith did not speak.
‘I’ve got quite a profile,’ Drew pointed out. ‘Also, I’m four inches taller.’
Smith looked coldly at him. His eyes were still.
‘Yes, sir, competition,’ Drew went on. ‘Tell you what, Smith – if she’s got a friend, I’ll let you have the friend.’
‘Shut up,’ said Smith glaring at him.
Drew stopped smiling and stood back. ‘Look here, Smith, you better take it slow. You’re getting all het up. I don’t like to see you this way. Everything’s been fine until now.’
‘I’ll act anyway I please. You just keep out of my business. After all,Ifound the footprints!’
‘Say that again.’
‘Well, you found them, maybe, but it wasmyidea to follow them up!’
‘Wasit?’ Drew said slowly.
‘You know it was.’
‘DoI?’
‘Holy Pete, a year in space, no company, nothing, traveling, and now when something like this happens, someone human—’
‘Someonefeminine.’
Smith cocked his fist. Drew caught it, twisted it, slapped Smith’s face.
‘Wake up!’ he shouted into the blank face. ‘Wake up!’ He seized Smith’s shirt front. He shook him like a kid. ‘Listen, listen, you fool! Maybe she’s somebody else’s woman. Think of that. Where there’s a Martian woman, there’s going to be a Martian man, you chump.’
‘Let go of me!’
‘Think of it, you idiot, that’s all.’ Drew gave Smith a shove. Smith toppled, almost fell, reached for his gun, thought better of it, shoved it back.
But Drew had seen the gesture. He looked at Smith. ‘So it’s come to that, has it? You really are in a bad way, aren’t you? The old cave man himself.’
‘Shut up!’ Smith started to walk on, climbing. ‘You don’t understand.’
‘No, I’ve been nowhere the last year. I’ve been home with Anna every night. I’ve been warm and safe in New York. You went on the trip all by your lonely little self!’ Drew snorted violently and swore. ‘You sure are an egocentric little squirt!’
They climbed a hill of sand and were among other hills where the footprints led them. They found an abandoned fireplace, charred sticks of wood, a small metal tin which had once, from its arrangement, contained oxygen to feed the fire. They looked new.
‘She can’t be much farther on.’ Smith was ready to drop, but still he ran. He slugged his feet into the sand and gasped.
I wonder what she’s like, thought Drew, moving in his thoughts, freely, wonderingly. I wonder if she’s tall and slender or small and very thin. I wonder what color eyes, what color hair she has? I wonder what her voice is like? Sweet, high? Or soft and very low?
I wonder a lot of things. So does Smith. Smith’s wondering, too, now. Listen to him wonder and gasp and run and wonder some more. This isn’t any good. It’ll lead us to something bad, I know. Why do we go on? A silly question. We go on, of course, because we’re only human, no more, no less.
I just hope, he thought, that she doesn’t have snakes for hair.
‘A cave!’
They had come to the side of a small mountain, into which a cave went back through darkness. The footprints vanished within.
Smith snatched forth his electric torch and sent the beam inside, flashing it swiftly about, grinning with apprehension. He moved forward cautiously, his breath rasping in the earphones.
‘It won’t be long now,’ said Drew.
Smith didn’t look at him.
They walked together, elbows bumping. Every time Drew tried to draw ahead, Smith grunted and increased his pace; his face angry with color.
The tunnel twisted, but the footprints still appeared as they flicked the torch beam down.
Suddenly they came out into an immense cave. Across it, by a campfire which had gone out, a figure lay.
‘There she is!’ shouted Smith. ‘There she is!’
‘Dibs,’ whispered Drew quietly.
Smith turned, the gun was in his hand. ‘Get out,’ he said.
‘What?’ Drew blinked at the gun.
‘You heard what I said, get out!’
‘Now, wait a minute—’
‘Get back to the ship, wait for me there!’
‘If you think you’re going to—’
‘I’ll count to ten, if you haven’t moved by then, I’ll burn you where you stand—’
‘You’re crazy!’
‘One, two, three, better start moving.’
‘Listen to me, Smith, for Heaven’s sake!’
‘Four, five, six, I warned you – ah!’
The gun went off.
The bullet struck Drew in the hip, whirling him about to fall face down, crying out with pain. He lay in darkness.
‘I didn’t mean it, Drew, I didn’t!’ Smith cried. ‘It went off; my finger, my hand, nervous; I didn’t mean it!’ A figure bent down in the blazing light, turned him over. ‘I’l fix you up, I’m sorry. I’ll get her to help us. Just a second!’
The pain in his side, Drew lay watching as the torch turned and Smith rushed loudly across the long cave toward the sleeping figure by the black fire. He heard Smith call out once or twice, saw him approach and bend down to the figure, touch it.
For a long time, Drew waited.
Smith turned the figure over.
From a distance, Drew heard Smith say, ‘She’s dead.’
‘What!’ called Drew. With fumbling hands he was taking out a small kit of medicine. He broke open a vial of white powder which he swallowed. The pain in his side stopped instantly. Now he went about bandaging the wound. It was bad enough, but not too bad. In the middle distance he saw Smith standing all alone, his torch senselessly in his numb hand, looking down at the woman’s figure.
Smith came back and sat down and looked at nothing.
‘She’s – she’s been dead a long long time.’
‘But the footprints? What about them?’
‘This world, of course, this world. We didn’t stop to think. We just ran. I just ran. Like a fool. This world, I didn’t think until now. Now I know.’
‘What is it?’
‘There’s no wind, nothing. No seasons, no rain, no storms, no nothing. Ten thousand years ago, in a dying world, that woman there walked across the sands, alone. Maybe the last one alive. With a few oxygen tins to keep her going. Something happened to the planet. The atmosphere drained off into space. No wind, no oxygen, no seasons. And her walking alone.’ Smith shaped it in his mind before telling it quietly to Drew, not looking at him. ‘And she came to this cave and lay down and died.’
‘Ten thousand years ago?’
‘Ten thousand years. And she’s been here ever since. Perfect. Lying here, waiting for us to come and make fools of ourselves. A cosmic joke. Ah, yes! Very funny.’
‘But the footprints?’
‘No wind. No rain. The footprints look just as fresh as the day she made them, naturally. Everything looks new and fresh. Even her. Except there’s something about her. Just by seeing her you know she’s been dead a long long while. I don’t know what it is.’
His voice faded away.
Suddenly he remembered Drew. ‘My gun. You. Can I help?’
‘I got it all dressed. It was an accident. Let’s put it that way.’
‘Does it hurt?’
‘No.’
‘You won’t try and kill me for this?’
‘Shut your mouth. Your finger slipped.’
‘It did – it really did! I’m sorry.’
‘I know it did. Shut up.’ Drew finished packing the wound. ‘Give me a hand now, we’ve got to get back to the ship.’ Smith helped him grunt to his feet and stand swaying. ‘Now walk me over so I can take a look at Miss Mars, ten thousand B.C. After all that running and this trouble I ought to get a look at her, anyway.’
Smith helped him slowly over to stand above the sprawling form. ‘Looks like she’s only sleeping,’ said Smith. ‘But she’s dead, awful dead. Isn’t she pretty?’
She looks just like Anna, thought Drew, with a sense of shock. Anna sleeping there, ready to wake and smile and say hello.
‘She looks just like Marguerite,’ Smith said.
Drew’s mouth twitched. ‘Marguerite?’ He hesitated. ‘Yes. Y-yes, I guess she does.’ He shook his head. ‘All depends on how you look at it. I was just thinking myself—’
‘What?’
‘Never mind. Let her lie. Leave her there. Now, we’ve got to hurry. Back to the ship for us.’
‘I wonder who she was?’
‘We’ll never know. A princess maybe. A stenographer in some ancient city, a dancing maid? Come on, Smith.’
They made it back to the rocket in half an hour, slowly and painfully.
‘Aren’t we fools, though? Really prime fools?’
The rocket door slammed.
The rocket fired up on fountains of red and blue flame.
Below, the sand was stirred and blasted and blown. The footprints, for the first time in ten thousands years were disturbed. They blew away in fine particles. When the fire wind died, the prints were gone.
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The Long Rain
 
 
The rain continued. It was a hard rain, a perpetual rain, a sweating and steaming rain; it was a mizzle, a downpour, a fountain, a whipping at the eyes, an undertow at the ankles; it was a rain to drown all rains and the memory of rains. It came by the pound and the ton, it hacked at the jungle and cut the trees like scissors and shaved the grass and tunneled the soil and molted the bushes. It shrank men's hands into the hands of wrinkled apes; it rained a solid glassy rain, and it never stopped.
    "How much farther, Lieutenant?"
    "I don't know. A mile, ten miles, a thousand."
    "Aren't you sure?"
    "How can I be sure?"
    "I don't like this rain. If we only knew how far it is to the Sun Dome, I'd feel better."
    "Another hour or two from here."
    "You really think so, Lieutenant?"
    "Of course."
    "Or are you lying to keep us happy?"
    "I'm lying to keep you happy. Shut up!"
    The two men sat together in the rain. Behind them sat two other men who were wet and tired and slumped like clay that was melting.
    The lieutenant looked up. He had a face that once had been brown and now the rain had washed it pale, and the rain had washed the color from his eyes and they were white, as  were his teeth, and as was his hair. He was all white. Even his uniform was beginning to turn white, and perhaps a little green with fungus.
    The lieutenant felt the rain on his cheeks. "How many million years since the rain stopped raining here on Venus?"
    "Don't be crazy," said one of the two other men. "It never stops raining on Venus. It just goes on and on. I've lived here for ten years and I never saw a minute, or even a second, when it wasn't pouring."
    "It's like living under water," said the lieutenant, and rose up, shrugging his guns into place. "Well, we'd better get going. We'll find that Sun Dome yet."
    "Or we won't find it," said the cynic.
    "It's an hour or so."
    "Now you're lying to me, Lieutenant."
    "No, now I'm lying to myself. This is one of those times when you've got to lie. I can't take much more of this."
    They walked down the jungle trail, now and then looking at their compasses. There was no direction anywhere, only what the compass said. There was a gray sky and rain falling and jungle and a path, and, far back behind them somewhere, a rocket in which they had ridden and fallen. A rocket in which lay two of their friends, dead and dripping rain.
    They walked in single file, not speaking. They came to a river which lay wide and flat and brown, flowing down to the great Single Sea. The surface of it was stippled in a billion places by the rain.
    "All right, Simmons."
    The lieutenant nodded and Simmons took a small packet from his back which, with a pressure of hidden chemical, inflated into a large boat. The lieutenant directed the cutting of wood and the quick making of paddles and they set out into the river, paddling swiftly across the smooth surface in the rain.
    The lieutenant felt the cold rain on his cheeks and on his neck and on his moving arms. The cold was beginning to seep into his lungs. He felt the rain on his ears, on his eyes, on his legs.
    "I didn't sleep last night," he said.
    "Who could? Who has? When? How many nights have we slept? Thirty nights, thirty days! Who can sleep with rain slamming their head, banging away. . . . I'd give anything for a hat. Anything at all, just so it wouldn't hit my head any more. I get headaches. My head is sore; it hurts all the time."
    "I'm sorry I came to China," said one of the others.
    "First time I ever heard Venus called China."
    "Sure, China. Chinese water cure. Remember the old torture? Rope you against a wall. Drop one drop of water on your head every half-hour. You go crazy waiting for the next one. Well, that's Venus, but on a big scale. We're not made for water. You can't sleep, you can't breathe right, and you're crazy from just being soggy. If we'd been ready for a crash, we'd have brought waterproofed uniforms and hats. It's this beating rain on your head gets you, most of all. It's so heavy. It's like BB shot. I don't know how long I can take it."
    "Boy, me for the Sun Dome! The man who thoughtthemup, thought of something."
    They crossed the river, and in crossing they thought of the Sun Dome, somewhere ahead of them, shining in the jungle rain. A yellow house, round and bright as the sun. A house forty feet high by one hundred feet in diameter, in which was warmth and quiet and hot food and freedom from rain. And in the center of the Sun Dome, of course, was a sun. A small floating free globe of yellow fire, drifting in a space at the top of the building where you could look at it from where you sat, smoking or reading a book or drinking your hot chocolate crowned with marshmallow dollops or drinking something else. There it would be, the yellow sun, just the size of the Earth sun, and it was warm and continuous, and the rain world of Venus would be forgotten as long as you stayed in that house and idled your time.
    The lieutenant turned and looked back at the three men using their oars and gritting their teeth. They were as white as mushrooms, as white as he was. Venus bleached everything away in a few months. Even the jungle was an immense cartoon nightmare, for how could the jungle be green with no sun, with always rain falling and always dusk? The white, white jungle with the pale cheese-colored leaves, and the earth carved of wet Camembert, and the tree boles like immense toadstools — everything black and white. And how often could you see the soil itself? Wasn't it mostly a creek, a stream, a puddle, a pool, a lake, a river, and then, at last, the sea?
    "Here we are!"
    They leaped out on the farthest shore, splashing and sending up showers. The boat was deflated and stored in a cigar-box packet. Then, standing on the rainy shore, they tried to light up a few smokes for themselves, and it was five minutes or so before, shuddering, they worked the inverted lighter and, cupping their hands, managed a few drags upon cigarettes that all too quickly were limp and beaten away from their lips by a sudden slap of rain.
    They walked on.
    "Wait just a moment," said the lieutenant "I thought I saw something ahead."
    "The Sun Dome?"
    "I'm not sure. The rain closed in again."
    Simmons began to run. "The Sun Dome!"
    "Come back, Simmons!"
    "The Sun Dome!"
    Simmons vanished in the rain. The others ran after him.
    They found him in a little clearing, and they stopped and looked at him and what he had discovered.
    The rocket ship.
    It was lying where they had left it. Somehow they had circled back and were where they had started. In the ruin of the ship green fungus was growing up out of the mouths of the two dead men. As they watched, the fungus took flower, the petals broke away in the rain, and the fungus died.
    "How did we do it?"
    "An electrical storm must be nearby. Threw our compasses off. That explains it."
    "You're right."
    "What'll we do now?"
    "Start out again."
    "Good Lord, we're not any closer to anywhere!"
    "Let's try to keep calm about it, Simmons."
    "Calm, calm! This rain's driving me wild!"
    "We've enough food for another two days if we're careful."
    The rain danced on their skin, on their wet uniforms;- the rain streamed from their noses and ears, from their fingers and knees. They looked like stone fountains frozen in the jungle, issuing forth water from every pore.
    And, as they stood, from a distance they heard a roar.
    And the monster came out of the rain.
    The monster was supported upon a thousand electric blue legs. It walked swiftly and terribly. It struck down a leg with a driving blow. Everywhere a leg struck a tree fell and burned. Great whiffs of ozone filled the rainy air, and smoke blew away and was broken up by the rain. The monster was a half mile wide and a mile high and it felt of the ground like a great blind thing. Sometimes, for a moment, it had no legs at all. And then, in an instant, a thousand whips would fall out of its belly, white-blue whips, to sting the jungle.
    "There's the electrical storm," said one of the men. "There's the thing ruined our compasses. And it's coming this way."
    "Lie down, everyone," said the lieutenant.
    "Run!" cried Simmons.
    "Don't be a fool. Lie down. It hits the highest points. We may get through unhurt. Lie down about fifty feet from the rocket. It may very well spend its force there and leave us be. Get down!"
    The men flopped.
    "Is it coming?" they asked each other, after a moment.
    "Coming."
    "Is it nearer?"
    "Two hundred yards off."
    "Nearer?"
    "Here she is!"
    The monster came and stood over them. It dropped down ten blue bolts of lightning which struck the rocket. The rocket flashed like a beaten gong and gave off a metal ringing. The monster let down fifteen more bolts which danced about in a ridiculous pantomime, feeling of the jungle and the watery soil.
    "No, no!" One of the men jumped up.
    "Get down, you fool!" said the lieutenant.
    "No!"
    The lightning struck the rocket another dozen times. The lieutenant turned his head on his arm and saw the blue blazing flashes. He saw trees split and crumple into ruin. He saw the monstrous dark cloud turn like a black disk overhead and hurl down a hundred other poles of electricity.
    The man who had leaped up was now running, like someone in a great hall of pillars. He ran and dodged between the pillars and then at last a dozen of the pillars slammed down and there was the sound a fly makes when landing upon the grill wires of an exterminator. The lieutenant remembered this from his childhood on a farm. And there was a smell of a man burned to a cinder.
    The lieutenant lowered his head. "Don't look up," he told the others. He was afraid that he too might run at any moment.
    The storm above them flashed down another series of bolts and then moved on away. Once again there was only the rain, which rapidly cleared the air of the charred smell, and in a moment the three remaining men were sitting and waiting for the beat of their hearts to subside into quiet once more.
    They walked over to the body, thinking that perhaps they could still save the man's life. They couldn't believe that there wasn't some way to help the man. It was the natural act of men who have not accepted death until they have touched it and turned it over and made plans to bury it or leave it there for the jungle to bury in an hour of quick growth.
    The body was twisted steel, wrapped in burned leather. It looked like a wax dummy that had been thrown into an incinerator and pulled out after the wax had sunk to the charcoal skeleton. Only the teeth were white, and they shone like a strange white bracelet dropped half through a clenched black fist.
    "He shouldn't have jumped up." They said it almost at the same time.
    Even as they stood over the body it began to vanish, for the vegetation was edging in upon it, little vines and ivy and creepers, and even flowers for the dead.
    At a distance the storm walked off on blue bolts of lightning and was gone.
 
    They crossed a river and a creek and a stream and a dozen other rivers and creeks and streams. Before their eyes rivers appeared, rushing, new rivers, while old rivers changed their courses — rivers the color of mercury, rivers the color of silver and milk.
    They came to the sea.
    The Single Sea. There was only one continent on Venus. This land was three thousand miles long by a thousand miles wide, and about this island was the Single Sea, which covered the entire raining planet. The Single Sea, which lay upon the pallid shore with little motion . . .
    "This way." The lieutenant nodded south. "I'm sure there are two Sun Domes down that way."
    "While they were at it, why didn't they build a hundred more?"
    "There're a hundred and twenty of them now, aren't there?"
    "One hundred and twenty-six, as of last month. They tried to push a bill through Congress back on Earth a year ago to provide for a couple dozen more, but oh no, you know howthatis. They'd rather a few men went crazy with the rain."
    They started south.
    The lieutenant and Simmons and the third man, Pickard, walked in the rain, in the rain that fell heavily and lightly, heavily and lightly; in the rain that poured and hammered and did not stop falling upon the land and the sea and the walking people.
    Simmons saw it first. "There it is!"
    "There's what?"
    "The Sun Dome!"
    The lieutenant blinked the water from his eyes and raised his hands to ward off the stinging blows of the rain.
    At a distance there was a yellow glow on the edge of the jungle, by the sea. It was, indeed, the Sun Dome.
    The men smiled at each other.
    "Looks like you were right, Lieutenant."
    "Luck."
    "Brother, that puts muscle in me, just seeing it. Come on!" Simmons began to trot. The others automatically fell in with this, gasping, tired, but keeping pace.
    "A big pot of coffee for me," panted Simmons, smiling. "And a pan of cinnamon buns. Boy! And just lie there and let the old sun hit you. The guy that invented the Sun Domes, he should have got a medal!"
    They ran faster. The yellow glow grew brighter.
    "Guess a lot of men went crazy before they figured out the cure. Think it'd be obvious! Right off." Simmons panted the words in cadence to his running. "Rain, rain! Years ago. Found a friend. Of mine. Out in the jungle. Wandering around. In the rain. Saying over and over, 'Don't know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don't know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don't know enough — ' On and on. Like that. Poor crazy fool."
    "Save your breath!"
    They ran.
    They all laughed. They reached the door of the Sun Dome, laughing.
    Simmons yanked the door wide. "Hey!" he yelled. "Bring on the coffee!"
    There was no reply.
    They stepped through the door.
    The Sun Dome was empty and dark. There was no synthetic yellow sun floating in a high gaseous whisper at the center of the blue ceiling. There was no food waiting. It was cold as a vault. And through a thousand holes which had been newly punctured in the ceiling water streamed, the rain fell down, soaking into the thick rugs and the heavy modern furniture and splashing on the glass tables. The jungle was growing up like a moss in the room, on top of the bookcases and the divans. The rain slashed through the holes and fell upon the three men's faces.
    Pickard began to laugh quietly.
    "Shut up, Pickard!"
    "Ye gods, look what's here for us — no food, no sun, nothing. The Venusians — they did it! Of course!"
    Simmons nodded, with the rain tunneling down on his face. The water ran in his silvered hair and on his white eyebrows.
    "Every once in a while the Venusians come up out of the sea and attack a Sun Dome. They know if they ruin the Sun Domes they can ruin us."
    "But aren't the Sun Domes protected with guns?"
    "Sure." Simmons stepped aside to a place that was relatively dry. "But it's been five years since the Venusians tried anything. Defense relaxes. They caught this Dome unaware."
    "Where are the bodies?"
    "The Venusians took them all down into the sea. I hear they have a delightful way of drowning you. It takes about eight hours to drown the way they work it. Really delightful."
    "I bet there isn't any food here at all." Pickard laughed.
    The lieutenant frowned at him, nodded at him so Simmons could see. Simmons shook his head and went back to a room at one side of the oval chamber. The kitchen was strewn with soggy loaves of bread, and meat that had grown a faint green fur. Rain came through a hundred holes in the kitchen roof.
    "Brilliant." The lieutenant glanced up at the holes. "I don't suppose we can plug up all those holes and get snug here."
    "Without food, sir?" Simmons snorted. "I notice the sun machine's dismantled. Our best bet is to make our way to the next Sun Dome. How far is that from here?"
    "Not far. As I recall, they built two rather close together here. Perhaps if we waited, a rescue mission from the other might — "
    "It's probably been here and gone already, some days ago. They'll send a crew to repair this place in about six months, when they get the money from Congress. I don't think we'd better wait."
    "All right then, we'll eat what's left of our rations and get on to the next Dome."
    Pickard said, "If only the rain wouldn't hit my head, just for a few minutes. If I could only remember what it's like not to be bothered." He put his hands on his skull and held it tight. "I remember when I was in school a bully used to sit in back of me and pinch me and pinch me and pinch me every five minutes, all day long. He did that for weeks and months. My arms were sore and black and blue all the time. And I thought I'd go crazy from being pinched. One day I must have gone a little mad from being hurt and hurt, and I turned around and took a metal trisquare I used in mechanical drawing and I almost cut his lousy head off. I almost scalped him before they dragged me out of the room, and I kept yelling, 'Why don't he leave me alone? Why don't he leave me alone?' Brother!" His hands clenched the bone of his head, shaking, tightening, his eyes shut. "But what do I donow? Who do I hit, who do I tell to lay off, stop bothering me, this damn rain, like the pinching, alwaysonyou, that's all you hear, that's all you feel!"
    "We'll be at the other Sun Dome by four this afternoon."
    "Sun Dome? Look at this one! What if all the Sun Domes on Venus are gone? What then? What if there are holes in all the ceilings, and the rain coming in!"
    "We'll have to chance it."
    "I'm tired of chancing it. All I want is a roof and some quiet. I want to be alone."
    "That's only eight hours off, if you hold on."
    "Don't worry, I'll hold on all right." And Pickard laughed, not looking at them.
    "Let's eat," said Simmons, watching him.
 
    They set off down the coast, southward again. After four hours they had to cut inland to go around a river that was a mile wide and so swift it was not navigable by boat. They had to walk inland six miles to a place where the river boiled out of the earth, suddenly, like a mortal wound. In the rain, they walked on solid ground and returned to the sea.
    "I've got to sleep," said Pickard at last. He slumped. "Haven't slept in four weeks. Tried, but couldn't. Sleep here."
    The sky was getting darker. The night of Venus was setting in and it was so completely black that it was dangerous to move. Simmons and the lieutenant fell to their knees also, and the lieutenant said, "All right, we'll see what we can do. We've tried it before, but I don't know. Sleep doesn't seem one of the things you can get in this weather."
    They lay out full, propping their heads so the water wouldn't come to their mouths, and they closed their eyes.
    The lieutenant twitched.
    He did not sleep.
    There were things that crawled on his skin. Things grew upon him in layers. Drops fell and touched other drops and they became streams that trickled over his body, and while these moved down his flesh, the small growths of the forest took root in his clothing. He felt the ivy cling and make a second garment over him; he felt the small flowers bud and open and petal away, and still the rain pattered on his body and on his head. In the luminous night — for the vegetation glowed in the darkness — he could see the other two men outlined, like logs that had fallen and taken upon themselves velvet coverings of grass and flowers. The rain hit his face. He covered his face with his hands. The rain hit his neck. He turned over on his stomach in the mud, on the rubbery plants, and the rain hit his back and hit his legs.
    Suddenly he leaped up and began to brush the water from himself. A thousand hands were touching him and he no longer wanted to be touched. He no longer could stand being touched. He floundered and struck something else and knew that it was Simmons, standing up in the rain, sneezing moisture, coughing and choking. And then Pickard was up, shouting, running about.
    "Wait a minute, Pickard!"
    "Stop it, stop it!" Pickard screamed. He fired off his gun six times at the night sky. In the flashes of powdery illumination they could see armies of raindrops, suspended as in a vast motionless amber, for an instant, hesitating as if shocked by the explosion, fifteen billion droplets, fifteen billion tears, fifteen billion ornaments, jewels standing out against a white velvet viewing board. And then, with the light gone, the drops which had waited to have their pictures taken, which had suspended their downward rush, fell upon them, stinging, in an insect cloud of coldness and pain.
    "Stop it! Stop it!"
    "Pickard!"
    But Pickard was only standing now, alone. When the lieutenant switched on a small hand lamp and played it over Pickard's wet face, the eyes of the man were dilated, and his mouth was open, his face turned up, so the water hit and splashed on his tongue, and hit and drowned the wide eyes, and bubbled in a whispering froth on the nostrils.
    "Pickard!"
    The man would not reply. He simply stood there for a long while with the bubbles of rain breaking out in his whitened hair and manacles of rain jewels dripping from his wrists and his neck.
    "Pickard! We're leaving. We're going on.  Follow us."
    The rain dripped from Pickard's ears.
    "Do you hear me, Pickard!"
    It was like shouting down a well.
    "Pickard!"
    "Leave him alone," said Simmons.
    "We can't go on without him."
    "What'll we do, carry him?" Simmons spat. "He's no goodtous or himself. You know what he'll do? He'll just stand here and drown."
    "What?"
    "You ought to know that by now. Don't you know the story? He'll just stand here with his head up and let the rain come in his nostrils and his mouth. He'll breathe the water."
    "No."
    "That's how they found General Mendt that time. Sitting on a rock with his head back, breathing the rain. His lungs were full of water."
    The lieutenant turned the light back to the unblinking face. Pickard's nostrils gave off a tiny whispering wet sound.
    "Pickard!" The lieutenant slapped the face.
    "He can't even feel you," said Simmons. "A few days in this rain and you don't have any face or any legs or hands."
    The lieutenant looked at his own hand in horror. He could no longer feel it.
    "But we can't leave Pickard here."
    "I'll show you what we can do." Simmons fired his gun.
    Pickard fell into the raining earth.
    Simmons said, "Don't move, Lieutenant. I've got my gun ready for you too. Think it over; he would only have stood or sat there and drowned. It's quicker this way."
    The lieutenant blinked at the body. "But you killed him."
    "Yes, because he'd have killed us by being a burden. You saw his face. Insane."
    After a moment the lieutenant nodded.
    They walked off into the rain.
    It was dark and their hand lamps threw a beam that pierced the rain for only a few feet. After a half hour they had to stop and sit through the rest of the night, aching with hunger, waiting for the dawn to come; when it did come it was gray and continually raining as before, and they began to walk again.
    "We've miscalculated," said Simmons.
    "No. Another hour."
    "Speak louder. I can't hear you." Simmons stopped and smiled. He touched his ears. "My ears. They've gone out on me. All the rain pouring finally numbed me right down to the bone."
    "Can't you hear anything?" said the lieutenant.
    "What?" Simmons' eyes were puzzled.
    "Nothing. Come on."
    "I think I'll wait here. You go on ahead."
    "You can't do that."
    "I can't hear you. You go on. I'm tired. I don't think the Sun Dome is down this way. And, if it is, it's probably got holes in the roof, like the last one. I think I'll just sit here."
    "Get up from there!"
    "So long. Lieutenant."
    "You can't give up now."
    "I've got a gun here that says I'm staying. I just don't care any more. I'm not crazy yet, but I'm the next thing to it. I don't want to go out that way. As soon as you get out of sight I'm going to use this gun on myself."
    "Simmons!"
    "You said my name. I can read that much off your lips."
    "Simmons."
    "Look, it's a matter of time. Either I die now or in a few hours. Wait'll you get to that next Dome, if you ever get there, and find rain coming in through the roof. Won't that be nice?"
    The lieutenant waited and then splashed off in the rain. He turned and called back once, but Simmons was only sitting there with the gun in his hands, waiting for him to get out of sight. He shook his head and waved the lieutenant on.
    The lieutenant didn't even hear the sound of the gun.
    He began to eat the flowers as he walked. They stayed down for a time, and weren't poisonous; neither were they particularly sustaining, and he vomited them up, sickly, a minute or so later.
    Once he took some leaves and tried to make himself a hat, but he had tried that before; the rain melted the leaves from his head. Once picked, the vegetation rotted quickly and fell away into gray masses in his fingers.
    "Another five minutes," he told himself. "Another five minutes and then I'll walk into the sea and keep walking. We weren't made for this; no Earthman was or ever will be able to take it. Your nerves, your nerves."
    He floundered his way through a sea of slush and foliage and came to a small hill.
    At a distance there was a faint yellow smudge in the cold veils of water.
    The next Sun Dome.
    Through the trees, a long round yellow building, far away. For a moment he only stood, swaying, looking at it.
    He began to run and then he slowed down, for he was afraid. He didn't call out. What if it's the same one? What if it's the dead Sun Dome, with no sun in it? he thought.
    He slipped and fell. Lie here, he thought; it's the wrong one. Lie here. It's no use. Drink all you want.
    But he managed to climb to his feet again and crossed several creeks, and the yellow light grew very bright, and he began to run again, his feet crashing into mirrors and glass, his arms flailing at diamonds and precious stones.
    He stood before the yellow door. The printed letters over it said the sun dome . He put his numb hand up to feel it. Then he twisted the doorknob and stumbled in.
    He stood for a moment looking about. Behind him the rain whirled at the door. Ahead of him, upon a low table, stood a silver pot of hot chocolate, steaming, and a cup, full, with a marshmallow in it. And beside that, on another tray, stood thick sandwiches of rich chicken meat and fresh-cut tomatoes and green onions. And on a rod just before his eyes was a great thick green Turkish towel, and a bin in which to throw wet clothes, and, to his right, a small cubicle in which heat rays might dry you instantly. And upon a chair, a fresh change of uniform, waiting for anyone — himself, or any lost one — to make use of it. And farther over, coffee in steaming copper urns, and a phonograph from which music would soon play quietly, and books bound in red and brown leather. And near the books a cot, a soft deep cot upon which one might lie, exposed and bare, to drink in the rays of the one great bright thing which dominated the long room.
    He put his hands to his eyes. He saw other men moving toward him, but said nothing to them. He waited, and opened his eyes, and looked. The water from his uniform pooled at his feet, and he felt it drying from his hair and his face and his chest and his arms and his legs.
    He was looking at the sun.
    It hung in the center of the room, large and yellow and warm. It made not a sound, and there was no sound in the room. The door was shut and the rain only a memory to his tingling body. The sun hung high in the blue sky of the room, warm, hot, yellow,and very fine.
    He walked forward, tearing off his clothes as he went.
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THE LOST CITY OF MARS
The great eye floated in space. And behind the great eye somewhere hidden away within metal and machinery was a small eye that belonged to a man who looked and could not stop looking at all the multitudes of stars and the diminishings and growings of lightabillion billion miles away.
The small eye closed with tiredness. Captain John Wilder stood holding to the telescopic devices which probed the universe and at last murmured, "Which one?"
The astronomer with him said, "Take your pick."
"I wish it were that easy." Wilder opened his eyes. "What's the data on this star?"
"Alpha-Cygne II. Same size and reading as our sun. Planetary system, possible."
"Possible. Not certain. If we pick the wrong star, God help the people we send on a two-hundred-year journey to find a planet that may not be there. No, God help me, for the final selection is mine, and I may well send myself on that journey. So, how can we be sure?"
"We can't. We just make the best guess, send our starship out, and pray."
"You are not very encouraging. That's it. I'm tired."
Wilder touched a switch that shut up tight the greater eye, this rocket-powered space lens that stared cold upon the abyss, saw far too much and knew little, and now knew nothing. The rocket laboratory drifted sightless on an endless night.
"Home," said the captain. "Let's go home."
And the blind beggar-after-stars wheeled on a spread of fire and ran away.
The frontier cities on Mars looked very fine from above. Coming down for a landing, Wilder saw the neons among the blue hills and thought, We'll light those worlds a billion miles off, and the children of the people living under those lights this instant, we'll make them immortal. Very simply, if we succeed, they will live forever.
Live forever. The rocket landed. Live forever.
The wind that blew from the frontier town smelled of grease. An aluminum-toothed jukebox banged somewhere. A junkyard rusted beside the rocket port. Old newspapers danced alone on the windy tarmac.
Wilder, motionless at the top of the gantry elevator, suddenly wished not to move down. The lights suddenly had become people and not words that, huge in the mind, could be handled with elaborate ease.
He sighed. The freight of people was too heavy. The stars were too far away.
"Captain?" said someone behind him.
He stepped forward. The elevator gave way. They sank with a silent screaming toward a very real land with real people in it, who were waiting for him to choose.
At midnight the telegram-bin hissed and exploded out a message projectile. Wilder, at his desk, surrounded by tapes and computation cards, did not touch it for a long while. When at last he pulled the message out, he scanned it, rolled it in a tight ball, then uncrumpled the message and read again:
FINAL CANAL BEING FILLED TOMORROW WEEK. YOU ARE INVITED CANAL YACHT PARTY. DISTINGUISHED GUESTS. FOUR-DAY JOURNEY TO SEARCH FOR LOST CITY. KINDLY ACKNOWLEDGE.
—I. V. AARONSON
Wilder blinked, and laughed quietly. He crumpled the paper again, but stopped, lifted the telephone and said:
"Telegram to I. V. Aaronson, Mars City I. Answer affirmative. No sane reason why, but still—affirmative."
And hung up the phone. To sit for a long while watching this night which shadowed all the whispering, ticking, and motioning machines.
The dry canal waited.
It had been waiting twenty thousand years for nothing but dust to filter through in ghost tides.
Now, quite suddenly, it whispered.
And the whisper became a rush and wall-caroming glide of waters.
As if a vast machined fist had struck the rocks somewhere, clapped the air and cried "Miracle!," a wall of water came proud and high along the channels, and lay down in all the dry places of the canal and moved on toward ancient deserts of dry-bone, surprising old wharves and lifting up the skeletons of boats abandoned thirty centuries before when the water burnt away to nothing.
The tide turned a corner and lifted up—a boat as fresh as the morning itself, with new-minted silver screws and brass pipings, and bright new Earth-sewn flags. The boat, suspended from the side of the canal, bore the nameAaronson I.
Inside the boat, a man with the same name smiled. Mr. Aaronson sat listening to the waters live under the boat.
And the sound of the water was cut across by the sound of a hovercraft, arriving, and a motorbike, arriving, and in the air, as if summoned with magical timing, drawn by the glimmer of tides in the old canal, a number of gadfly people flew over the hills on jet-pack machines, and hung suspended as if doubting this collision of lives caused by one rich man.
Scowling up with a smile, the rich man called to his children, cried them in from the heat with offers of food and drink.
"Captain Wilder! Mr. Parkhill! Mr. Beaumont!"
Wilder set his hovercraft down.
Sam Parkhill discarded his motorbike, for he had seen the yacht and it was a new love.
"My God," cried Beaumont, the actor, part of the frieze of people in the sky dancing like bright bees on the wind. "I've timed my entrance wrong. I'm early. There's no audience!"
"I'll applaud you down!" shouted the old man, and did so, then added, "Mr. Aikens!"
"Aikens?" said Parkhill. "The big-game hunter?"
"None other!"
And Aikens dived down as if to seize them in his harrying claws. He fancied his resemblance to the hawk. He was finished and stropped like a razor by the swift life he had lived. Not an edge of him but cut the air as he fell, a strange plummeting vengeance upon people who had done nothing to him. In the moment before destruction, he pulled up) on his jets and, gently screaming, simmered himself to touch the marble jetty. About his lean middle hung a rifle belt. His pockets bulged like those of a boy from the candy store. One guessed he was stashed with sweet bullets and rare bombs. In his hands, like an evil child, he held a weapon that looked like a bolt of lightning fallen straight from the clutch of Zeus, stamped nevertheless:Made in U.S.A.His face was sunblasted dark. His eyes were cool surprises in the sunwrinkled flesh, all mint-blue-green crystal. He wore a white porcelain smile set in African sinews. The earth did not quite tremble as he landed.
"The lion prowls the land of Judah!" cried a voice from the heavens. "Now do behold the lambs driven forth to slaughter!"
"Oh for God's sake, Harry, shut up!" said a woman's voice.
And two more kites fluttered their souls, their dread humanity on the wind.
The rich man jubilated.
"Harry Harpwell!"
"Behold the angel of the Lord who comes with Annunciations!" the man in the sky said, hovering. "And the Annunciation is—"
"He's drunk again," his wife supplied, flying ahead of him, not looking back.
"Megan Harpwell," said the rich man, like an entrepreneur introducing his troupe.
"The poet," said Wilder.
"And the poet's barracuda wife," muttered Park-hill.
"I am not drunk," the poet shouted down the wind. "I am simplyhigh."
And here he let loose such a deluge of laughter that those below almost raised their hands to ward off the avalanche.
Lowering himself, like a fat dragon kite, the poet, whose wife's mouth was now clamped shut, bumbled over the yacht. He made the motions of blessing same, and winked at Wilder and Parkhill.
"Harpwell," he called. "Isn't that a name to go with being a great modern poet who suffers in the present, lives in the past, steals bones from old dramatists' tombs, and flies on this new egg-beater wind-suck device, to call down sonnets on your head? I pity the old euphoric saints and angels who had no invisible wings like this so as to dart in oriole convolutions and ecstatic convulsions on the air as they sang their lines or damned souls to Hell. Poor earth-bound sparrows, wings clipped. Only their genius flew. Only their Muse knew air-sickness—"
"Harry," said his wife, her feet on the ground, eyes shut.
"Hunter!" called the poet. "Aikens! Here's the greatest game in all the world, a poet on the wing. I bare my breast. Let fly your honeyed bee sting! Bring me, Icarus, down, if your gun be sunbeams kindled in one tube and let free in a single forest fire that escalates the sky and turns tallow, mush, candlewick and lyre to mere tarbaby. Ready, aim, fire!"
The hunter, in good humor, raised his gun.
The poet, at this, laughed a mightier laugh and, literally, exposed his chest by tearing aside his shirt.
At which moment a quietness came along the canal rim.
A woman appeared walking. Her maid walked behind her. There was no vehicle in sight, and it seemed almost as if they had wandered a long way out of the Martian hills and now stopped.
The very quietness of her entrance gave dignity and attention to Cara Corelli.
The poet shut up his lyric in the sky and landed.
The company all looked together at this actress who gazed back without seeing them. She was dressed in a black jumpsuit which was the same color as her dark hair. She walked like a woman who has spoken little in her life and now stood facing them with the same quietness, as if waiting for someone to move without being ordered. The wind blew her hair out and down over her shoulders. The paleness of her face was shocking. Her paleness, rather than her eyes, stared at them.
Then, without a word, she stepped down into the: yacht and sat in the front of the craft, like a figurehead that knows its place and goes there.
The moment of silence was over.
Aaronson ran his finger down his printed guest list,
"An actor, a beautiful woman who happens to be an actress, a hunter, a poet, a poet's wife, a rocket captain, a former technician. All aboard!"
On the afterdeck of the huge craft, Aaronson spread forth his maps.
"Ladies, gentlemen," he said. "This is more than a four-day drinking bout, party, excursion. This is a Search!"
He waited for their faces to light, properly, and for them to glance from his eyes to the charts, and then said:
"We are seeking the fabled lost City of Mars, once called Dia-Sao. The City of Doom, it was called. Something terrible about it. The inhabitants fled as from a plague. The City left empty. Still empty now, centuries later."
"We," said Captain Wilder, "have charted, mapped, and cross-indexed every acre of land on Mars in the last fifteen years. You can't mislay a city the size of the one you speak of."
"True," said Aaronson, "you've mappeditfrom the sky, from the land. But you havenotcharted it via water! For the canals have been empty until now! So now we shall take the new waters that fill this last canal and go where the boats once went in the olden days, and see the very last new things that need to be seen on Mars." The rich man continued: "And somewhere on our traveling, as sure as the breath in our mouths, we shall find the most beautiful, the most fantastic, the most awful city in the history of this old world. And walk in that city—who knows?—find the reason why the Martians ran screaming away from it, as the legend says, ten thousand years ago."
Silence. Then:
"Bravo! Well done." The poet shook the old man's hand.
"And in that city," said Aikens, the hunter, "mightn't there be weapons the like of which we've never seen?"
"Most likely, sir."
"Well" The hunter cradled his bolt of lightning. "I was bored of Earth, shot every animal, ran fresh out of beasts, and came here looking for newer, better, more dangerous maneaters of any size or shape. Plus, now, new weapons! What more can one ask? Fine!"
And he dropped his blue-silver lightning bolt over the side. It sank in the clear water, bubbling.
"Let's get the hell out of here."
"Let us, indeed," said Aaronson, "get the good hell out."
And he pressed the button that launched the yacht.
And the water flowed the yacht away.
And the yacht went in the direction toward which Cara Corelli's quiet paleness was pointed: beyond.
As the poet opened the first champagne bottle. The cork banged. Only the hunter did not jump.
The yacht sailed steadily through the day into night. They found an ancient ruin and had dinner there and a good wine imported, one hundred million miles from Earth. It was noted that it had traveled well.
With the wine came the poet, and after quite a bit of the poet, came sleep on board the yacht which moved away in search of a City that would not as yet be found.
At three in the morning, restless, unaccustomed to the gravity of a planet pulling at all of his body and not freeing him to dream, Wilder came out on the afterdeck of the yacht and found the actress there.
She was watching the waters slip by in dark revelations and discardments of stars.
He sat beside her and thought a question.
Just as silently, Cara Corelli asked herself the same question, and answered it.
"I am here on Mars because not long ago for the first time in my life, a man told me the truth."
Perhaps she expected surprise. Wilder said nothing. The boat moved as on a stream of soundless oil.
"I am a beautiful woman. I have been beautiful all of my life. Which means that from the start people lied because they simply wished to be with me. I grew up surrounded by the untruths of men, women, and children who could not risk my displeasure. When beauty pouts, the world trembles.
"Have you ever seen a beautiful woman surrounded by men, seen them nodding, nodding? Heard their laughter? Men will laugh at anything a beautiful woman says. Hate themselves, yes, but they will laugh, say no for yes and yes for no.
"Well, that's how it was every day of every year for me. A crowd of liars stood between me and anything unpleasant. Their words dressed me in silks.
"But quite suddenly, oh, no more than six weeks ago, this man told me a truth. It was a small thing. I don't remember now what it was he said. But he didn't laugh. He didn't even smile.
"And no sooner was it out and over, the words spoken, that I knew a terrible thing had happened.
"I was growing old."
The yacht rocked gently on the tide.
"Oh, there would be more men who would, lying, smile again at what I said. But I saw the years ahead, when Beauty could no longer stomp its small foot, and shake down earthquakes, make cowardice a custom among otherwise good men.
"The man? He took back his truth immediately, when he saw that he had shocked me. But it was too late. I bought a one-way fare to Mars. Aaronson's invitation, when I arrived, put me on this new journey that will end … who knows where."
Wilder found that during this last he had reached out and taken her hand.
"No," she said, withdrawing. "No word. No touch. No pity. No self-pity." She smiled for the first time. "Isn't it strange? I always thought, wouldn't it be nice, someday, to hear the truth, to give up the masquerade? How wrong I was. It's no fun at all."
She sat and watched the black waters pour by the boat. When she thought to lookagain,some hours later, the seat beside her was empty. Wilder was gone.
On the second day, letting the new waters take them where they wished to go, they sailed toward a high range of mountains and lunched, on the way, in an old shrine, and had dinner that night in a further ruin. The Lost City was not much talked about. They were sure it would never be found.
But on the third day, without anyone's saying, they felt the approach of a great Presence.
It was the poet who finally put it in words.
"Is God humming under His breath somewhere?"
"What a fierce scum you are," said his wife. "Can't you speak plain English even when you gossip?"
"Dammit, listen!" cried the poet.
So they listened.
"Don't you feel as if you stood on the threshold of a giant blast-furnace kitchen and inside somewhere, all comfortably warm, vast hands, flour-gloved, smelling of wondrous tripes and miraculous viscera, bloodied and proud of the blood, somewhere God cooks out the dinnertime of Life? In that cauldron sun, a brew to make the flowering forth of life on Venus, in that vat a stew broth of bones and nervous heart to run in animals on planets ten billion light-years gone. And isn't God content at His fabulous workings in the great kitchen Universe, where He has meriu'd out a history of feasts, famines, deaths and reburgeonings for a billion billion years? And if God be content, would He not hum under His breath? Feel your bones. Aren't the marrows teeming with that hum? For that matter, God not only hums, He sings in the elements. He dances in molecules. Eternal celebration swarms us. Something is Near. Sh."
He pressed his fat finger to his pouting lips.
And now all were silent, and Cara Corelli's paleness searchlighted the darkening waters ahead.
They all felt it. Wilder did. Parkhill did. They smoked to cover it. They put the smokes out. They waited in the dusk.
And the humming grew nearer. And the hunter, smelling it, went to join the silent actress at the bow of the yacht. And the poet sat to write out the words he had spoken.
"Yes," he said, as the stars came out. "It's almost upon us. It has." He took a breath. "Arrived."
The yacht passed into a tunnel.
The tunnel went under a mountain.
And the City was there.
It was a city within a hollow mountain with its own meadows surrounding it and its own strangely colored and illumined stone sky above it. And it had been lost and remained lost for the simple reason that people had tried flying to discover it or had unraveled roads to find it, when all the while the canals which led to it stood waiting for simple walkers to tread where once waters had tread.
And now the yacht filled with strange people from another planet touched an ancient wharf.
And the City stirred.
In the old days, cities were alive or dead if there were or were not people in them. It was that simple. But in the later days of life on Earth or Mars, cities did not die. They slept. And in their dreamful coggeries and enwheeled slumbers they remembered how once it was or how it might be again.
So as, one by one, the party filed out on the dock, they felt a great personage, the hidden, oiled, the metaled and shining soul of the metropolis slide in a landfall of muted and hidden fireworks toward becoming fully awake.
The weight of the new people on the dock caused a machined exhalation. They felt themselves on a delicate scale. The dock sank a millionth of an inch.
And the City, the cumbrous Sleeping Beauty of a nightmare device, sensed this touch, this kiss, and slept no more.
Thunder.
In a wall a hundred feet high stood a gate seventy feet wide. This gate, in two parts, now rumbled back, to hide within the wall.
Aaronson stepped forward,
Wilder moved to intercept him. Aaronson sighed.
"Captain, no advice, please. No warnings. No patrols going on ahead to flush out villains. The City wants us in. It welcomes us. Surely you don't imagine anything'salivein there? It's a robot place. And don't look as if you think it's a time bomb. It hasn't seen fun and games in—what?—twenty centuries? Do you read Martian hieroglyphs? That cornerstone. The City was built at least nineteen hundred years ago."
"And abandoned," said Wilder.
"You make it sound like a plague drove them—"
"Not a plague." Wilder stirred uneasily, feeling himself weighed on the great scale sunk beneath his feet. "Something. Something … "
"Let's find out! In, all of you!"
Singly, and in pairs, the people from Earth stepped over the threshold.
Wilder, last of all, stepped across.
And the City came more alive.
The metal roofs of the City sprang wide like the petals of a flower.
Windows flicked wide like the lids of vast eyes to stare down upon them.
A river of sidewalks gently purled and washed at their feet, machined creekways which gleamed off through the City.
Aaronson gazed at the metal tides with pleasure. "Well, by God, the burden's off me! I was going to picnic you all. But that's the City's business now. Meet you back here in two hours to compare notes! Here goes."
And saying this he leapt out on the scurrying silver carpet that treaded him swiftly away.
Wilder, alarmed, moved to follow. But Aaronson cried jovially back:
"Come on in, the water's fine!"
And the metal river whisked him, waving, off.
And one by one they stepped forward and the moving sidewalk drifted them away. Parkhill, the hunter, the poet and his wife, the actor, and then the beautiful woman and her maid, They floated like statues mysteriously borne on volcanic fluids that swept them anywhere, or nowhere, they could only guess.
Wilder jumped. The river seized his boots gently. Following, he went away into the avenues and around the bends of parks and through fiords of buildings.
And behind them, the dock and the gate stood empty. There was no trace to show they had arrived. It was almost as if they had never been.
Beaumont, the actor, was the first to leave the traveling pathway. A certain building caught his eye. And the next thing he knew, he had leapt off and edged near, sniffing.
He smiled.
For now he knew what kind of building he stood before because of the odor that drifted from it.
"Brass polish. And, by God, that means only one thing!"
Theater.
Brass doors, brass rails, brass rings on velvet curtains.
He opened the door of the building and stepped in. He sniffed and laughed aloud. Yes. Without a sign or a light, the smell alone, the special chemistry of metals and dust torn free of a million tickets.
And above all … he listened. The silence.
"The silence that waits. No other silence in the world waits. Only in a theater will you find that. The very particles of air chafe themselves in readiness. The shadows sit back and hold their breath. Well … ready or not … here I come … "
The lobby was green velvet undersea.
The theater itself: red velvet undersea, only dimly perceived as he opened the double doors. Somewhere beyond was a stage.
Something shuddered like a great beast. His breath had dreamt it alive. The air from his half-opened mouth caused the curtains one hundred feet away to softly furl and unfurl in darkness like all-covering wings.
Hesitantly, he took a step.
A light began to appear everywhere in a high ceiling where a school of miraculous prism fish swam upon themselves.
The oceanarium light played everywhere. He gasped.
The theater was full of people.
A thousand people sat motionless in the false dusk. True, they were small, fragile, rather dark, they wore silver masks, yet—people!
He knew, without asking, they had sat here for ten thousand years.
Yet they were not dead.
They were—he reached out a hand. He tapped the wrist of a man seated on the aisle.
The hand tinkled quietly.
He touched the shoulder of a woman. She chimed. Like a bell.
Yes, they had waited a few thousand years. But then, machines have a property of waiting.
He took a further step and froze.
For a sigh had passed over the crowd.
It was like the sound, the first small sound a newborn babe must make in the moment before it really sucks, bleats and shocks out its wailing surprise at being alive.
A thousand such sighs faded in the velvet portieres.
Beneath the masks, hadn't a thousand mouths drifted ajar?
Two moved. He stopped.
Two thousand eyes blinked wide in the velvet dusk.
He moved again.
A thousand silent heads wheeled on their ancient but well-oiled cogs.
They looked at him.
An unquenchable cold ran wild in him.
He turned to run.
But their eyes would not let him go.
And from the orchestra pit: music.
He looked and saw, slowly rising, an insect agglomeration of instruments, all strange, all grotesquely acrobatic in their configurations. These were being softly thrummed, piped, touched, and massaged in tune.
The audience, with a motion, turned their gaze to the stage.
A light flashed on. The orchestra struck a grand fanfare chord.
The red curtains parted. A spotlight fixed itself to front center, blazing upon an empty dais where sat an empty chair.
Beaumont waited.
No actor appeared.
A stir. Several hands were lifted to left and right. The hands came together. They beat softly in applause.
Now the spotlight wandered off the stage, and up the aisle.
The heads of the audience turned to follow the empty ghost of light. The masks glinted softly. The eyes behind the masks beckoned with warm color.
Beaumont stepped back.
But the light came steadily. It painted the floor with a blunt cone of pure whiteness.
And stopped, nibbling, at his feet.
The audience, turned, applauded even louder now. The theater banged, roared, ricocheted with their ceaseless tide of approbation.
Everything dissolved within him, from cold to warm. He felt as if he had been thrust raw into a downpour of summer rain. The storm rinsed him with gratitude. His heart jumped in great compulsive beats. His fists let go of themselves. His skeleton relaxed. He waited a moment longer, with the rain drenching over his upthrust and thankful cheeks and hammering his hungry eyelids so they fluttered to lock against themselves, and then he felt himself, like a ghost on battlements, led by a ghost light, lean, step, drift, move, down and along the incline, sliding to beautiful ruin, now no longer walking but striding, not striding but in full-tilted run, and the masks glittering, the eyes hot with delight and fantastic welcoming, the flights of hands on the disturbed air in upflung dove-winged rifle-shot flight. He felt the steps collide with his shoes. The applause slammed to a shutdown.
He swallowed. Then slowly he ascended the steps and stood in the full light with a thousand masks fixed to him and two thousand eyes watchful, and lie sat in the empty chair, and the theater grew darker, and the immense hearth-bellow breathing softer out of the lyre-metal throats, and there was only the sound of a mechanical beehive thrived with machinery-musk in the dark.
He held to his knees. He let go. And at last he spoke:
"To be or not to be—"
The silence was complete.
Not a cough. Not a stir. Not a rustle. Not a blink. All waited. Perfection. The perfect audience. Perfect, forever and forever. Perfect. Perfect.
He tossed his words slowly into that perfect pond and felt the soundless ripples disperse and gentle away.
"—that is the question."
He talked. They listened. He knew that they would never let him go now. They would beat him insensible with applause. He would sleep) a child's sleep arid rise to speak again. All of Shakespeare, all of Shaw, all of Moliere, every bit, crumb, lump, joint, and piece.Himselfin repertory!
He arose to finish.
Finished, he thought: Bury me! Cover me! Smother me deep!
Obediently, the avalanche came down the mountain.
Cara Corelli found a palace of mirrors.
The maid remained outside.
And Cara Corelli went in.
As she walked through a maze, the mirrors took away a day, and then a week, and then a month and then a year and then two years of time from her face.
It was a palace of splendid and soothing lies. It was like being young once more. It was being surrounded by all those tall bright glass mirror men who would never again in your life tell you the truth.
Cara walked to the center of the palace. By the time she stopped she saw herself twenty-five-years old, in every tall bright mirror face.
She sat down in the middle of the bright maze. She beamed around in happiness.
The maid waited outside for perhaps an hour. And then she went away.
This was a dark place with shapes and sizes as yet unseen. It smelled of lubricating oil, the blood of tyrant lizards with cogs and wheels for teeth, which lay strewn and silent in the dark waiting.
A titan's door slowly gave a slithering roar like a swept-back armored tail, and Parkhill stood in the rich oily wind blowing out around him. He felt as if someone has pasted a white flower on his face. But it was only a sudden surprise of a smile.
His empty hands hung at his sides and they made impulsive and completely unconscious gestures forward. They beggared the air. So, paddling silently, he let himself be moved into the Garage, Machine Shop, Repair Shed, whatever it was.
And rilled with holy delight and a child's holy and unholy glee at what he beheld, he walked and slowly turned.
For as far as his eye could see stood vehicles.
Vehicles that ran on the earth. Vehicles that flew in the air. Vehicles that stood ready with wheels to go in any direction. Vehicles with two wheels. Vehicles with three or four or six or eight. Vehicles that looked like butterflies. Vehicles that resembled ancient motorbikes. Three thousand stood ranked here, four thousand glinted ready there. Another thousand were tilted over, wheels off, viscera exposed, waiting to be repaired. Still another thousand were lifted high on spidery repair hoists, their lovely undersides revealed to view, their discs and tubes and coggeries all intricate and fine and needful of touching, unbolting, revalving, rewiring, oiling, delicately lubricating
Parkhill's palms itched.
He walked forward through the primeval smell of swamp oils among the dead and waiting to be revived ancient but new armored mechanical reptiles, and the more he looked the more he ached his grin.
The City was a city all right, and, to a point, self-sustaining. But, eventually, the rarest butterflies of metal gossamer, gaseous oil, and fiery dream sank to earth, the machines that repaired the machines that repaired the machines grew old, ill, and damaging of themselves. Here then was the Bestial Garage, the slumbrous Elephant's Boneyard where the aluminum dragons crawled rusting out their souls, hopeful of one live person left among so much active but dead metal, that person to put things right. One God of the machines to say, you Lazarus-elevator, rise up! You hovercraft, be reborn! And anoint them with leviathan oils, tap them with magical wrench and send them forth to almost eternal lives in and on the air and above the quicksilver paths.
Parkhill moved among nine hundred robot men and women slaughtered by simple corrosion. He would cure their rust.
Now. If he started now, thought Parkhill, rolling up his sleeves, and staring off down a corridor of machines that ran waiting for a solid mile of garage, shed, hoist, lift, storage bin, oil tank, and strewn shrapnel of tools glittering and ready for his grip; if he started now, he might work his way to the end of the giant's ever-constant garage, accident, collision, and repair works shed in thirty years!
A billion bolts to be tightened. A billion motors to be tinkered! A billion iron tripes to lie under, a grand oil-dripped-upon orphan, alone, alone, alone with the always beautiful and never talking back humming-bird-commotion devices, accoutrements and miraculous contraptions.
His hands weighed him toward the tools. He clutched a wrench. He found a forty-wheeled low running sled. He lay down on it. He sculled the garage in a long whistling ride. The sled scuttled.
Parkhill vanished beneath a great car of some ancient design.
Out of sight, you could hear him working on the gut of the machine. On his back, he talked up at it. And when he slapped it to life, at last, the machine talked back.
Always the silver pathways ran somewhere.
Thousands of years now they had run empty, carrying only dust to destinations away and away among the high and dreaming buildings.
Now, on one traveling path, Aaronson came borne like an aging statue.
And the more the road propelled him, the faster the City exposed itself to his view, the more buildings that passed, the more parks that sprang into sight, the more his smile faded. His color changed.
"Toy," he heard himself whisper. The whisper was ancient. "Just another," and here his voice grew so small it faded away, " … another Toy."
A super-Toy, yes. But his life was full of such and had always been so. If it was not some slot machine it was the next-size dispenser or a jumbo-size razzmatazz hi-fi stereo speaker. From a lifetime of handling metallic sandpaper, he felt his arms rubbed away to a nub. Mere pips, his fingers. No, handless, and lacking wrists. Aaronson, the Seal Boy!!! His mindless flippers clapped applause to a city that was, in reality, no more and no less than an economy-size jukebox ravening under its idiot breath. And—he knew the tune! God help him. Heknewthe tune.
He blinked just once.
An inner eyelid came down like cold steel.
He turned and tread the silver waters of the path.
He found a moving river of steel to take him back toward the Great Gate itself.
On the way, he met the Corelli maid, wandering lost on her own silver stream.
As for the poet and his wife, their running battle tore echoes everywhere. They cried down thirty avenues, cracked panes in two hundred shops, battered leaves from seventy varieties of park bush and tree, and only ceased when drowned by a thundering fountain display they passed like a rise of clear fireworks upon the metropolitan air.
"The whole thing is," said his wife, punctuating one of his dirtier responses, "you only came along so you could lay hands on the nearest woman and spray her ears with bad breath and worse poetry."
The poet muttered a foul word.
"You're worse than the actor," said his wife. "Always at it. Don't you ever shut tip?"
"Don't you?" he cried. "Ah God, I've curdled inside. Shut up, woman, or I'll throw myself in the founts!"
"No. You haven't bathed in years. You're the pig of the century! Your picture will grace the Swine Herder's Annual next month!"
"Thatdidit!"
Doors slammed on a building.
By the time she got off and ran back and fisted the doors, they were locked.
"Coward!" she shrieked. "Open up!"
A foul word came echoing out, dimly.
"Ah, listen to that sweet silence," he whispered, to himself, in the great shelled dark.
Harpwell found himself in a soothing hugeness, a vast womb-like building, over which hung a canopy of pure serenity, a starless void.
In the middle of this room which was roughly a two-hundred-foot circle stood a device, a machine. In this machine were dials and rheostats and switches, a seat, and a steering wheel
"What kind of vehicle is this?" whispered the poet, but edged near, and bent to touch. "Christ-off-the-cross-and-bearing-mercy, it smells of what? Blood and mere guts? No, for it's clean as a virgin's frock. Still it does fill the nose. Violence. Simple destruction. I can feel the damn carcass tremble like a nervous highbred hound. It's full ofstuffs.Let's try a swig."
He sat in the machine.
"What do I swig first? This?"
He snapped a switch.
The Baskerville-hound machine whimpered in its dog slumberings.
"Good beast." He flicked another switch. "How do you go, brute? When the damn device is in full tilt, where to? You lack wheels. Well, surprise me. I dare."
The machine shivered.
The machine bolted.
It ran. It dashed.
He held tight to the steering wheel.
"Holy God!"
For he was on a highway, racing fast.
Air sluiced by. The sky flashed over in running colors.
The speedometer read seventy, eighty.
And the highway ribboned away ahead, flashing toward him. Invisible wheels slapped and banged on an increasingly rough road.
Far away, ahead, a car appeared.
It was running fast. And—
"It's on the wrong side of the road! Do you see that, wife? The wrong side."
Then he realized his wife was not here.
He was alone in a car racing—ninety miles an hour now—toward another car racing at a similar speed.
He veered the wheel.
His vehicle moved to the left.
Almost instantly the other car did a compensating move, and ran back over to the right.
"The damn fool, what does he think—where's the blasted brake?"
He stomped the floor. There was no brake. Here was a strange machine indeed. One that ran as fast as you wished, but never stopped until what? it ran itself down? There was no brake. Nothing but-further accelerators. A whole series of round-buttons on the floor, which, as he tromped them, surged power into the motor.
Ninety, one hundred, one hundred twenty miles an hour.
"God in heaven!" he screamed. "We're going to hit! How do you like that, girl?"
And in the last instant before collision, he imagined she rather liked it fine.
The cars hit. They erupted in gaseous flame. They burst apart in flinders. They tumbled. He felt himself jerked now this way and that. He was a torch hurtled skyward. His arms and legs danced a crazy rigadonn in midair as he felt his peppermint stick bones snap in brittle and agonizing ecstasies. Then, clutching death as a dark mate, gesticulating, he fell away in a black surprise, drifting toward further nothings.
He lay dead.
He lay dead a long while.
Then he opened one eye.
He felt the slow burner under his soul. He feltthebubbled water rising to the top of his mind like tea brewing.
"I'm dead," he said, "but alive. Did you see all that, wife? Dead but alive."
He found himself sitting in the vehicle, upright.
He sat there for ten minutes thinking about all that had happened.
"Well now," he mused. "Was that not interesting? Not to say fascinating? Not to say, almost exhilarating? I mean, sure, it knocked the stuff out of me, scared the soul out one ear and back in the other, hit my wind and tore my gut, broke the bones and shook the wits, but, but, but, wife, but, but, but, clear sweet Meg, Meggy, Megan, I wish you were here, it might tamp the tobacco tars out of your half-ass lungs and bray the mossy graveyard backbreaking meanness from your marrow. Let me see here now, wife, let's have a look, Harpwell-my-husband-the-poet."
He tinkered with the dials.
He thrummed the great hound motor.
"Shall we chance another diversion? Try another embattled picnic excursion? Let's."
And he set the car on its way.
Almost immediately, the vehicle was traveling one hundred and then one hundred fifty miles per hour.
Almost immediately, the opposing car appeared ahead.
"Death," said the poet. "Are you always here, then? Do you hang about? Is this your questing place? Let's test your mettle!"
The car raced. The other car hurtled.
He wheeled over into the other lane.
The other car followed, homing toward Destroy.
"Yes, I see, well, then, this," said the poet.
And switched a switch and jumped another throttle.
In the instant before impact, the two cars transformed themselves. Shuttering through illusory veils, they became jet craft at take-off. Shrieking, the two jets banged flame, tore air, yammered back sound-barrier explosions before the mightiest one of all—as the two bullets impacted, fused, interwove, interlaced blood, mind, and eternal blackness, and fell away into a net of strange and peaceful midnight
I'm dead, he thought again.
And it feels fine, thanks.
He awoke to feel a smile on his face.
He was seated in the vehicle.
Twice dead, he thought, and feeling better each time. Why? isn't that odd? Curiouser and curiouser. Queer beyond queerness.
He thrummed the motor again.
What this time?
Does it locomote? he wondered. How about a big black choo-choo train out of half-primordial times?
And he was on his way, an engineer. The sky flicked over, and the motion-picture screens or whatever they were pressed in with swift illusions of pouring smoke and steaming whistle and huge wheel within wheel on grinding track, and the track ahead wound through hills, and far on up around a mountain came another train, black as a buffalo herd, pouring belches of smoke, on the same two rails, the same track, heading toward wondrous accident.
"I see," said the poet. "I do begin to see. I begin to know what this and what used for, for such as me, the poor wandering idiots of a world, confused, and sore put upon by mothers as soon as dropped from wombs, insulted with Christian guilt, and gone mad from the need of destruction, and collecting a pittance of hurt here and scar tissue there, and a larger portable wife grievance beyond, but one thing sure, we do want to die, we do want to be killed, and here's the very thing for it, in convenient quick pay! So pay it out, machine, dole it out, sweet raving device! Rape away, death! I'm your very man."
And the two locomotives met and climbed each other. Up a black ladder of explosion they wheeled and locked their drive shafts and plastered their slick Negro bellies together and rubbed boilers and beautifully banged the night in a single outflung whirl and flurry of shrapnel and flame. Then the locomotives, in a cumbrous rapine dance, seized and melted together with their violence and passion, gave a monstrous curtsy and fell off the mountain and took a thousand years to go all the way down to the rocky pits.
The poet awoke and immediately grabbed the controls. He was humming under his breath, stunned. He was singing wild tunes. His eyes flashed. His heart beat swiftly.
"More, more, I see it now, I know what to do, more, more, please, Oh God, more, for the truth shall set me free, more!"
He hoofed three, four, five pedals.
He snapped six switches.
The vehicle was auto-jet-locomotive-glider-missile-rocket.
He ran, he steamed, he roared, he soared, he flew.
Cars veered toward him. Locomotives loomed. Jets rammed. Rockets screamed.
And in one wild three-hour spree he hit two hundred cars, rammed twenty trains, blew up ten gliders, exploded forty missiles, and, far out in space, gave up his glorious soul in a final Fourth of July Death celebration as an interplanetary rocket going two hundred thousand miles an hour struck an iron meteor and went beautifully to hell.
In all, in a few short hours he figured he must have been torn apart and put back together a few times less than five hundred.
When it was all over, he sat not touching the wheel, his feet free of the pedals.
After a half hour of sitting there, he began to laugh. He threw his head back and let out great war-whoops. Then he got up, shaking his head, drunker than ever in his life, really drunk now, and he knew he would stay that way forever, and never need drink again.
I'm punished, he thought, really punished at last. Really hurt at last, and hurt enough, over and over, so I will never need hurt again, never need to be destroyed again, never have to collect another insult, or take another wound, or ask for a simple grievance. God bless the genius of man and the inventors of such machines, that enable the guilty to pay and at last be rid of the dark albatross and the awful burden. Thank you, City, thank you, old blueprinter of needful souls. Thank you. And which way out?
A door slid open.
His wife stood waiting for him.
"Well, there you are," she said. "And still drunk."
"No," he said. "Dead."
"Drunk."
"Dead," he said, "beautifully dead at last. Which means, free. I won't need you any more, dead Meg, Meggy-Megan. You're set free, also, like an awful conscience. Go haunt someone else, girl. Go destroy. I forgive you your sins on me, for I have at last forgiven myself. I am off the Christian hook. I am the dear wandering dead who, dead, can at last: live. Go and do likewise, lady. Inside with you. Be punished and set free. So long, Meg. Farewell. Toodle-oo."
He wandered away.
"Where do you think you're going?" she cried.
"Why, out into life and the blood of life and happy at last."
"Come back here!" she screamed.
"You can't stop the dead, for they wander the universe, happy as children in the dark field."
"Harpwell!" she brayed. "Harpwell!"
But he stepped on a river of silver metal.
And let the dear river bear him laughing until the tears glittered on his cheeks, away and away from the shriek and the bray and the scream of that woman, what was her name? no matter, back there, and gone.
And when he reached the Gate he walked out and along the canal in the fine day, heading toward the far towns.
By that time, he was singing every old tune he had known as a child of six.
It was a church.
No, not a church.
Wilder let the door swing shut.
He stood in cathedral darkness, waiting.
The roof, if roof there was, breathed up in a great susoense, flowed up beyond reach or sight.
The floor, if floor there was, was a mere firmness beneath. It, too, was black.
And then, the stars came out. It was like that first night of childhood when his father had taken him out beyond the city to a hill where the lights could not diminish the Universe. And there were a thousand, no ten thousand, no ten million billion stars filling the darkness. The stars were manifold arid bright, and they did not care. Even then he had known: they do not care. If I breathe or do not breathe, live or die, the eyes that look from all around don't care. And he had seized his father's hand and gripped tight, as if he might fall up into that abyss.
Now, in this building, he was full of the old terror and the old sense of beauty and the old silent crying out after mankind. The stars filled him with pity for small men lost in so much size.
Then yet another thing happened.
Beneath his feet, space opened wide and let through yet another billion sparks of light.
He was suspended as a fly is held upon a vast telescopic lens. He walked on a water of space. He stood upon a transparent flex of great eye, and all about him, as on a night in winter, beneath foot and above head, in all directions, were nothing but stars.
So, in the end, it was a church, it was a cathedral, a multitude of farflung universal shrines, here a worshipping of Horsehead Nebula, there Orion's galaxy, and there Andromeda, like the head of God, fiercely gazed and thrust through the raw dark stuffs of night to stab his soul and pin it writhing against the backside of his flesh.
God, everywhere, fixed him with shutterless and unblinking eyes.
And he, a bacterial shard of that same Flesh, stared back and winced but the slightest.
He waited. And a planet drifted upon the void. It spun by once with a great mellow autumn face. It circled and came under him.
And he stood upon a far world of green grass and great lush trees, where the air was fresh, and a river ran by like the rivers of childhood, flashing the sun and leaping with fish.
He knew that he had traveled very far to reach this world. Behind him lay the rocket. Behind lay a century of travel, of sleeping, of waiting, and now, here was the reward.
"Mine?" he asked the simple air, the simple grass, the long simplicity of water that spelled by in the shallow sands.
And the world answered wordless: yours.
Yours without the long travel and the boredom, yours without ninety-nine years of flight from Earth, of sleeping in kept tubes, of intravenous feedings, of nightmares dreamt of Earth lost and gone, yours without torture, without pain, yours without trial and error, failure and destruction. Yours without sweat and terror. Yours without a falling down of tears. Yours. Yours.
But Wilder did not put out his hands to accept.
And the sun dimmed in the alien sky.
And the world drifted from under his feet.
And yet another world swam up and passed in a huge parade of even brighter glories.
And this world, too, spun up to take his weight. And here, if anything, the fields were richer green, the mountains capped with melting snows, far fields ripening with strange harvests, and scythes waiting on the edge of fields for him to lift and sweep arid cut the grain and live out his life any way that he might.
Yours. The merest touch of weather upon the hairs within his ear said this. Yours.
And Wilder, without shaking his head, moved back. He did not say no. He thought his rejection.
And the grass died in the fields.
The mountains crumbled.
The river shallows ran to dust.
And the world sprang away.
And Wilder stood again in space where God had stood before creating a world out of Chaos.
And at last he spoke and said to himself:
"It would be easy. O Lord, yes, I'd like that. No work, nothing, just accept. But … You can't give rnc what I want."
He looked at the stars.
"Nothing can be given, ever."
The stars were growing dim.
"It's really very simple. I must borrow, I must earn. I must take."
The stars quivered and died.
"Much obliged and thank you, no."
The stars were all gone.
He turned and, without looking back, walked upon darkness: He hit the door with his palm. He strode out into the City.
He refused to hear if the machine universe behind him cried out in a great chorus, all cries and wounds, like a woman scorned. The crockery in a vast robot kitchen fell. By the time it hit the floor, he was gone.
It was a Museum of Weapons.
The hunter walked among the cases.
He opened a case and hefted a weapon, constructed like a spider's antennae.
It hummed, and a flight of metal bees sizzled out the rifle bore, flew away, and stung a target-mannequin some fifty yards away, then fell lifeless, clattering to the floor.
The hunter nodded with admiration, and put the rifle back in the case.
He prowled on, curious as a child, testing yet other weapons here and there which dissolved glass or caused metal to run in bright yellow pools of molten lava.
"Excellent!" "Fine!" "Absolutely great!"
His cry rang out again and again as he slammed cases open and shut, and finally chose the gun.
It was a gun that, without fuss or fury, did away with matter. You pressed the button, there was a brief discharge of blue light, and the target simply vanished. No blood. No bright lava. No trace.
"All right," he announced, leaving the Place of Guns, "we have the weapon. How about the Game, the Grandest Beast ever in the Long Hunt?"
He leapt onto the moving sidewalk.
An hour later he had passed a thousand buildings and scanned a thousand open parks without itching his finger.
He moved uneasily from treadway to treadway, shifting speeds now in this direction, now in that.
Until at last he saw a river of metal that sped underground.
Instinctively, he jumped toward that.
The metal stream carried him down into the secret gut of the City.
Here all was warm blood darkness. Here strange pumps moved the pulse of the City. Here were distilled the sweats that lubricated the roadways and lifted the elevators and swarmed the offices and stores with motion.
The hunter half crouched on the roadway. His eyes squinted. Perspiration gathered in his palms. His trigger finger greased the metal gun, sliding.
"Yes," he whispered. "By God, now. This is it. The City itself … the Great Beast. Why didn't I think of that? The Animal City, the terrible prey. It has men for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It kills them with machines. It munches their bones like breadsticks. It spits them out like toothpicks. It lives long after they die. The City, by God, the City. Well now … "
He glided through dark grottoes of television eyes which showed him remote parkways and high towers.
Deeper within the belly of the underground world he sank as the river lowered itself. He passed a school of computers that chattered in maniac chorus. He shuddered as a cloud of paper confetti from one titan machine, holes punched out to perhaps record his passing, fell upon him in a whispered snow.
He raised his gun. He fired.
The machine disappeared.
He fired again. A skeleton strutwork under yet another machine vanished.
The City screamed.
At first very low and then very high, then, rising, falling, like a siren. Lights flashed. Bells began to ricochet alarums. The metal river shuddered under his feet, slowed. He fired at television screens which glared all white upon him. They blinked out and did not exist.
The City screamed higher until he raved against it, himself, and the marrow of his bones shook out an insanity of black dust.
He did not see, until it was too late, that the road on which he sped fell into the gnashing maw of a machine that was used for some purpose long forgotten centuries before.
He thought that by pressing the trigger he would make the terrible mouth disappear. It did indeed vanish. But as the roadway sped on and he whirled and fell as it picked up speed, he realized at last that his weapon did not truly destroy, it merely made invisible what was there and what still remained though unseen.
He gave a terrible cry to match the cry of the City. He flung out the gun in a last blow. The gun went into cogs and wheels and teeth and was twisted down.
The last thing he saw was a deep elevator shaft that fell away for perhaps a mile into the earth.
He knew that it might take him two minutes to hit the bottom. He shrieked.
The worst thing was, he would be conscious … all the way down …
The rivers shook. The silver rivers trembled. The pathways, shocked, convulsed the metal shores through which they sped.
Wilder, traveling, was almost knocked flat by the concussion.
What had caused the concussion, he could not see. Perhaps, far off, there was a cry, a murmur of dreadful sound, which swiftly faded.
Wilder moved on. The silver track threaded on. But the City seemed poised, agape. The City seemed tensed. Its huge and various muscles were cramped, alert.
Feeling this, Wilder began to walk as well as be moved by the swift path.
"Thank God. There's the Gate. The sooner I'm out of this place the happier I'll—"
The Gate was indeed there, not a hundred yards away. But, on the instant, as if hearing his declaration, the river stopped. It shivered. Then it started to move back, taking him where he did not wish to go.
Incredulous, Wilder spun about, and, in spinning, fell. He clutched at the stuffs of the rushing sidewalk.
His face, pressed to the vibrant grillework of the river-rushing pavement, heard the machineries mesh and mill beneath, humming and agroan, forever sluicing, forever feverish for journeys and mindless excursions. Beneath the calm metal, embattlements of hornets stung and buzzed, lost bees bumbled and subsided. Collapsed, he saw the Gate lost away behind. Burdened, he remembered at last the extra weight upon his back, the jet-power equipment which might give him wings.
He jammed his hand to the switch on his belt. And in the instant before the sidewalk might have pulsed him off among sheds and museum walls, he was airborne.
Flying, he hovered, then swam the air back to hang above a casual Parkhill gazing up, all covered with grease and smiling from a dirty face. Beyond Parkhill, at the Gate, stood the frightened maid. Beyond even further, near the yacht at the landing, stood Aaronson, back turned to the City, nervous to be moving on.
"Where are the others?" cried Wilder.
"Oh, they won't be back," said Parkhill, easily. "It figures, doesn't it? I mean, it's quite a place."
"Place!" said Wilder, hovered now up, now down, turning slowly, apprehensive. "We've got to get them out! It's not safe."
"It's safe if you like it. I like it," said Parkhill.
And all the while there was a gathering of earthquake in the ground and in the air, which Parkhill chose to ignore.
"You're leaving, of course," he said, as if nothing were wrong. "I knew you would. Why?"
"Why?" Wilder wheeled like a dragonfly before a trembling of storm wind. Buffeted up, buffeted down, he flung his words at Parkhill, who didn't bother to duck but smiled up and accepted. "Good God, Sam, the place is Hell. The Martians had enough sense to get out. They saw they had overbuilt themselves. The damn City does everything, which is too much! Sam!"
But at that instant, they both looked round and up. For the sky was shelling over. Great lids were vising in the ceiling. Like an immense flower, the tops of buildings were petalling out to cover themselves. Windows were shutting down. Doors were slamming. A sound of fired cannons echoed through the streets.
The Gate was thundering shut.
The twin jaws of the Gate, shuddering, were in motion.
Wilder cried out, spun round, and dived.
He heard the maid below him. He saw her reach up. Then, swooping, he gathered her in. He kicked the air. The jet lifted them both.
Like a bullet to a target he rammed for the Gate. But an instant before, burdened, he reached it, the Gates banged together. He was barely able to veer course and soar upward along the raw metal as the entire City shook with the roar of the steel.
Parkhill shouted below. And Wilder was flying up, up along the wall, looking this way and that.
Everywhere, the sky was closing in. The petals were coming down, coming down. There was only a last small patch of stone sky to his right. He blasted for that. And kicking, made it through, flying, as the final flange of steel clipped into place, and the City was closed to itself.
He hung for a moment, suspended, and then flew down along the outer wall to the dock where Aaron-son stood by the yacht staring at the huge shut Gates.
"Parkhill," whispered Wilder, looking at the City, the walls, the Gates. "You fool. You damned fool."
"Fools, all of them," said Aaronson, and turned away. "Fools. Fools."
They waited a moment longer and listened to the City, humming, alive, kept to itself, its great mouth filled with a few bits of warmth, a few lost people somewhere hid away in there. The Gates would stay shut now, forever. The City had what it needed to go on a long while.
Wilder looked back at the place, as the yacht took them back out of the mountain and away up die canal.
They passed the poet a mile further on, walking along the rim of the canal. He waved them on. "No. No, thanks. I feel like walking. It's a fine day. Goodbye. Go on."
The towns lay ahead. Small towns. Small enough to be run by men instead of running them. He heard the brass music. He saw the neon lights at dusk. He made out the junkyards in the fresh night under tire stars.
Beyond the towns stood the silver rockets, tall, waiting to be fired off and away toward the wilderness of stars.
"Real," whispered the rockets, "real stuff. Real travel. Real time. Real space. No gifts. Nothing free. Just a lot of good hard work."
The yacht touched into its home dock.
"Rockets, by God," he murmured. "Wait till I get my hands on you."
He ran away in the night, to do just that.
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Ma Perkins Comes to Stay
Joe Tiller entered the apartment and was removing his hat when he saw the     middle-aged, plump woman facing him, shelling peas.
‘Come in,’ she said to his startled face. ‘Annie’s out fetchin’ supper. Set     down.’
‘But who—’ He looked at her.
‘I’m Ma Perkins.’ She laughed, rocking. It was not a rocking chair, but     somehow she imparted the sense of rocking to it. Tiller felt giddy. ‘Just call me Ma,’ she said     airily.
‘The name is familiar, but—’
‘Never you mind, son. You’ll get to know me. I’m staying on a year or so,     just visitin’. And here she laughed comfortably and shelled a green pea.
Tiller rushed out to the kitchen and confronted his wife.
‘Who in the hellisshe, that nasty nice old woman?!’ he cried.
‘On the radio.’ His wife smiled. ‘Youknow. MaPerkins.’
‘Well, what’s she doing here?’ he shouted.
‘Shh. She’s come to help.’
‘Help what?’ He glared toward the other room.
‘Things,’ said his wife indefinitely.
‘Where’ll we put her, damn it? She has to sleep, doesn’t she?’
‘Oh yes,’ said Anna, his wife, sweetly. ‘But the radio’s right there. At     night she just sort of–well–“goes back.”’
‘Why did she come? Did you write to her? You never told me you knew her,’     exclaimed the husband wildly.
‘Oh, I’velistenedto her for years,’ said     Anna.
‘That’s different.’
‘No. I’ve always felt I knew Ma better almost than I know–you,’ said his     wife.
He stood confounded. Ten years, he thought. Ten years alone in this chintz     cell with her warm radio humming, the pink silver tubes burning, voices murmuring. Ten secret     years of monastic conspiracy, radio and women, while he was holding his exploding business     together. He decided to be very jovial and reasonable.
‘What I want to know is’–he took her hand–‘did you write “Ma” or call her up?     How did shegethere?’
‘She’s been here ten years.’
‘Like hell she has!’
‘Well today isspecial,’ admitted his wife. ‘Today’s the first time she’s ever “stayed.”’
He took his wife to the parlor to confront the old woman. ‘Get out,’ he     said.
Ma looked up from dicing some pink carrots and showed her teeth. ‘Land, I     can’t. It’s up to Annie, there. You’ll have to askher.’
He whirled. ‘Well?’ he said to his wife.
His wife’s face was cold and remote. ‘Let’s all sit down to supper.’ She     turned and left the room.
Joe stood defeated.
Ma said, ‘Now there’s a girl with spunk.’
 
He arose at midnight and searched the parlor.
The room was empty.
The radio was still on, warm. Faintly, inside it, like a tiny mosquito’s     voice, he heard someone, far away saying, ‘Land sakes, land sakes, land sakes, land o’     Goshen!’
The room was cold. He shivered. The radio was warm with his ear against     it.
‘Land sakes, land o’ Goshen, land sakes—’
He cut it off.
His wife heard him sink into bed.
‘She’s gone,’ he said.
‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Until tomorrow at ten.’
He did not question this.
‘Good night, baby,’ he said.
The living room was filled only with sunlight at breakfast. He laughed out loud to see the emptiness. He felt relief, like a good     drink of wine, in himself. He whistled on his way to the office.
Ten o’clock was coffee time. Marching along the avenue, humming, he heard the     radio playing in front of the electrical parts store.
‘Shuffle,’ said a voice. ‘Lands, I wish you wouldn’t track the house with     your muddy shoes.’
He stopped. He pivoted like a wax figure, turning on its slow, cold axis, in     the street.
He heard the voice.
‘Ma Perkins’s voice,’ he whispered.
He listened.
‘It’shervoice,’ he said. ‘The woman who was at     our house last night. I’m positive.’
And yet, late last night, the empty parlor?
But what about the radio, humming, warm, all alone in the room, and the faint     faraway voice repeating and repeating, ‘Land sakes, land sakes, land sakes…’?
He ran into a drugstore and dropped a nickel into the pay telephone slot.
Three buzzes. A short wait.
Click.
‘Hello, Annie?’ he said gaily.
‘No, this is Ma,’ said a voice.
‘Oh,’ he said.
He dropped the phone back onto its hook.
*    *    *
He didn’t let himself think of it that     afternoon. It was an impossible thing, a thing of some subtle and inferior horror. On his way     home he purchased a bundle of fresh moist pink rosebuds for Anna. He had them in his right hand     when he opened the door of his apartment. He had almost forgotten about Ma by then.
He dropped the rosebuds on the floor and did not stoop to retrieve them. He     only stared and continued to stare at Ma, who was seated in that chair that did not rock,     rocking.
Her sweet voice called cheerily. ‘Evenin’, Joe boy! Ain’t you thoughtful,     fetchin’ home roses!’
Without a word he dialed a phone number.
‘Hello, Ed? Say, Ed, you doing anything this evening?’
The answer was negative.
‘Well, how about dropping up, then, I need your help, Ed.’
The answer was positive.
At eight o’clock they were finishing supper and Ma was clearing away the     dishes. ‘Now for dessert tomorrow,’ she was saying, ‘we’ll have crisscross squash pie—’
The doorbell rang, and, answering, Joe Tiller almost hauled Ed Leiber out of     his shoes. ‘Take it easy, Joe,’ said Ed, rubbing his hand.
‘Ed,’ said Joe, seating him with a small glass of sherry. ‘You know my wife,     and this is Ma Perkins.’
Ed laughed. ‘How are you? Heard you on the radio for years!’
‘It’s no laughing matter, Ed,’ said Joe.     ‘Cut it.’
‘I didn’t mean to be facetious, Mrs Perkins,’ said Ed. ‘It’s just that your     name is so similar to that fictional character—’
‘Ed,’ said Joe. ‘ThisisMa Perkins.’
‘That’s right,’ said Ma charmingly, shelling some peas.
‘You’re all kidding me,’ said Ed, looking around.
‘No,’ said Ma.
‘She’s come to stay and I can’t get her out, Ed. Ed, you’re a psychologist,     what do I do? I want you to talk to Annie, here. It’s all in her mind.’
Ed cleared his throat. ‘This has gone far enough.’ He walked over to touch     Ma’s hand. ‘She’s real, not a hallucination.’ He touched Annie. ‘Annie’s real.’ He touched Joe.     ‘You’rereal. We’reallreal. How are     things at work, Joe?’
‘Don’t change the subject, I’m serious. She’s moved in and I want her moved     out—’
‘Well, that’s for the OPA to decide, I guess, or the sheriff’s office, not a     psychologist—’
‘Ed, listen to me, listen, Ed, I know it sounds crazy, but she really is theoriginalMa Perkins.’
‘Let me smell your breath, Joe.’
‘And I want her to stay on here with me,’ said Annie. ‘I get lonely days. I     stay home and do the housework and I need company. I won’t have her moved out. She’s mine!’
Ed slapped his knee and exhaled. ‘There you are, Joe. Looks like you want a divorce lawyer instead of a psychologist.’
Joe swore. ‘I can’t go off and leave her here in this old witch’s clutches,     don’t you understand? I love her too much. There’s no tellingwhatmay happen to her if I leave her alone here for the next year without communicating with the     outer world!’
‘Keep your voice down, Joe, you’re screaming. Now, now.’ The psychologist     turned his attention to the old woman. ‘What do you say?Areyou Ma     Perkins?’
‘I am. From the radio.’
The psychologist wilted. There was something in the direct, honest way she     said it. He began to look for the door, his hands twitching on his knees.
‘And I came here because Annie needs me,’ said Ma. ‘Why I know this child     better and she knows me better than her own husband.’
The psychologist said, ‘Aha. Just a minute. Come along, Joe.’ They stepped     out into the hall and whispered. ‘Joe, I hate to tell you this, but they’re both–not well. Whoisshe? Your mother-in-law?’
‘I told you, she’s Ma—’
‘God damn it, cut it out, I’m your friend, Joe. We’re not in the room with     them. We humor them, yes, but not me.’ He was irritable.
Joe exhaled. ‘Okay, have it your way. But you do believe I’m in a mess, don’t     you?’
‘I do. What’s the deal, have they both been sitting at home listening to the radio too much? That explains them both having the same idea     at the same time.’
Joe was going to try to explain the whole thing, but gave up. Ed might think     he was crazy, too. ‘Will you help me? What can we do?’
‘Leave that to me. I’ll give them a little logic. Come on.’
They reentered, and refilled their glasses with sherry. Once comfortable     again, Ed looked at the two ladies and said, ‘Annie, this lady isn’t Ma Perkins.’
‘Oh, yes, she is,’ said Annie angrily.
‘No, because if she was I wouldn’t be able to see her, only you could see     her, do you understand?’
‘No.’
‘If she was Ma Perkins, I could make her disappear just by convincing you how     illogical it is to think of her as real. I’d tell you she’s nothing but a radio character made     up by someone—’
‘Young man,’ said Ma. ‘Life is life. One form’s as good as another. I was     born, maybe just in someone’s head, but I’m born and kicking and getting more real every year     that I live. You and you and you, every time you hear me, make me more real. Why, if I died     tomorrow, everybody all over the country would cry, wouldn’t they?’
‘Well—’
‘Wouldn’t they?’ she snapped.
‘Yes, but only over an idea, not a real thing.’
‘Over a thing they think is real. And thinkin’ is bein’, you young fool,’     said Ma.
‘It’s no use,’ said Ed. He turned once more     to the wife. ‘Look, Annie, this is your mother-in-law, her name really isn’t Ma Perkins at all.     It’s yourmother-in-law.’ He pronounced each word clearly and     heavily.
‘That’d be nice,’ agreed Annie. ‘I like that.’
‘I wouldn’t object,’ said Ma. ‘Worse things have happened in my life.’
‘Are we all agreed now?’ said Ed, surprised at his sudden success. ‘She’s     your mother-in-law, Annie?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you’re not Ma Perkins at all, right, ma’am?’
‘Is it a plot, a game, a secret?’ said Annie, looking at Ma.
Ma smiled.
‘If you want to put it that way, yes.’
‘But look here,’ objected Joe.
‘Shut up, Joe, you’ll spoil everything.’ To the other two, ‘Now, let’s repeat     it. She’s your mother-in-law. Her name is Ma Tiller.’
‘Ma Tiller,’ said the two women.
‘I want to see you outside,’ said Joe, and lurched Ed out of the room. He     held him against the wall and threatened him with a fist. ‘You fool! I don’t want her to stay     on, I want to get rid of her. Now you’ve helped make Annie worse, made her believe in that old     witch!’
‘Worse, you nut, I’ve cured her, both of them. Fine appreciation!’ And Ed     struggled to get free. ‘I’ll send a bill over in the morning!’ He stalked down the hall.
Joe hesitated a moment before entering the     room again. Oh God, he thought. God help me.
‘Hello,’ said Ma, looking up, preparing a home-packed bottle of cucumber     pickles.
 
At midnight and breakfast again, the living room was empty. Joe got a crafty     glint in his eyes. He looked at the radio and stroked the top of it with his trembling     hand.
‘Stay away from there!’ cried his wife.
‘Oho,’ he said. ‘Is this where she hides at night, in here, eh? In here! This     is her coffin, eh, this is where the damn old vampire sleeps until tomorrow when her sponsor     lets her out!’
‘Keep your hands off,’ she said hysterically.
‘Well, that settles her hash.’ He picked the radio up in his hands. ‘How do     you kill her sort of witch? With a silver bullet through the heart? With a crucifix? With     wolfsbane? Or do you make the sign of a cross on a soapbox top? Eh, is that it?’
‘Give me that!’ His wife rushed over to grapple with him. Between them, they     swayed back and forth in a titanic battle for the electric coffin between them.
‘There!’ he shouted.
He flung the radio to the floor. He tromped and stomped on it. He kicked it     into bits. He ravened at it. He held the tubes in his hands and smashed them into silver     flinders. Then he stuffed the shattered entrails into the wastebasket, all the time his wife danced frantically about, sobbing and screaming.
‘She’s dead,’ he said. ‘Dead, God damn it! I’ve fixed her good.’
His wife cried herself to sleep. He tried to calm her, but she was so deep in     her hysteria he could not touch her. Death was a terrible incident in her life.
In the morning, she spoke not a word. In the coolness of the separated house,     he ate his breakfast, confident that things would be better by evening.
He arrived late to work. He walked between the typing, clicking rows of     stenographers’ desks, passed on down the long hallway, and opened the door of his secretary’s     office.
His secretary was standing against her desk, her face pale, her hands up to     her lips. ‘Oh, Mr Tiller, I’m so glad you came,’ she said. ‘In there.’ She pointed at the door     to the inner office. ‘That awful old busybody! She just came in and–and—’ She hurried to the     door, flung it open. ‘You’d better see her!’
He felt sick to his stomach. He shuffled across the threshold and shut the     door. Then he turned to confront the old woman who was in his office.
‘How did you get here?’ he demanded.
‘Why, good morning.’ Ma Perkins laughed, peeling potatoes in his swivel     chair, her tidy little black shoes twinkling in the sunlight. ‘Come on in. I decided your     business needed reorganizing. So I just started. We’re partners now. I had lotsa experience in this line. I saved more failing     businesses, more bad romances, more lives. You’re just what I need.’
‘Get out,’ he said flatly, his mouth tight.
‘Why now, young man, cheer up. We’ll have your business turned around in no     time. Just let an old woman philosophize and tell you how—’
‘You heard what I said,’ he grated. ‘Isn’t it enough I had trouble with you     at my house?’
‘Who, me?’ She shook her head. ‘Sakes, I never been to your house.’
‘Liar!’ he cried. ‘You tried to break up our home!’
‘I only been here in the office, for six months now,’ she said.
‘I never saw you here before.’
‘Oh, I been around, around, I been observin’. I seed your business was bad, I     thought I’d just give you some gumption you need.’
Then he realized how it was. There were two Mas. One here, one at home. Two?     No, a million. A different one in every home. None aware of the others’ separate lives. All     different, as shaped by the individual brains of those who heard and lived in the far homes. ‘I     see,’ he said. ‘So you’re takin’ over, moving in on me, are you, you old bastard?’
‘Sech language.’ She chuckled, making a crisscross pie on his green blotter,     rolling out the yellow dough with plump fingers.
‘Who is it?’ he snarled.
‘Eh?’
‘Who is it, who’s the traitor in this office?!’ he bellowed. ‘The one who     listens to you in secret here, on my time?’
‘Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no fibs,’ she said, pouring cinnamon out     of his inkwell onto the piecrust dough.
‘Just wait!’ He rammed the door open and ran past his secretary and out into     the big room. ‘Attention!’ He waved his arms. The typing stopped. The ten stenographers and     clerks turned away from their shiny black machines. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Is there a radio     somewhere in this office?’
Silence.
‘You heard what I said,’ he demanded, glaring at them with hot eyes. ‘Is     there a radio?’
A trembling silence.
‘I’ll give a bonus and a guarantee I won’t fire her, to anyone who tells me     where the radio is!’ he announced.
One of the little blond stenographers put up her hand.
‘In the ladies’ restroom,’ she whimpered. ‘Cigarette time, we play it     low.’
‘God bless you!’
In the hall, he pounced on the restroom door. ‘Is anyone in there?’ he     called. Silence. He opened the door. He entered.
The radio was on the window ledge. He seized it, jerking at its wires. He felt as if he were clutching at the live intestines of some     horrible animal. He opened the window and flung it out. Somewhere there was a scream. The radio     burst into bomb fragments on the roof below.
He slammed the window and went back to his office door.
The office was empty.
He picked up his inkwell and shook it until it gave forth—
Ink.
 
Driving home, he considered what he had said to the office force. Never     another radio, he had said. Whoever is responsible for another radio will be fired out of hand.     Fired, did they understand!
He walked up the flight of stairs and stopped.
A party was going on in his apartment. He heard his wife laughing, drinks     being passed, music playing, voices.
‘Oh, Ma, aren’t you the one?’
‘Pepper, where are you?’
‘Out here, Dad!’
‘Fluffy, let’s play spin the bottle!’
‘Henry, Henry Aldrich, put down that platter before you break it!’
‘John, oh, John, John!’
‘Helen, you look lovely—’
‘And I said to Dr Trent—’
‘I want you to meet Dr. Christian and—’
‘Sam, Sam Spade, this is Philip     Marlowe—’
‘Hello, Marlowe.’
‘Hello, Spade!’
Gushing laughter. Rioting. Tinkling glass.
Voices.
Joe fell against the wall. Warm perspiration rolled down his face. He put his     hands to his throat and wanted to scream. Those voices. Familiar. Familiar. All familiar. Where     had he heard them before? Friends of Annie’s? And yet she had no friends. None. He could     remember none of her few friends’ voices. And these names, these strange familiar names—?
He swallowed drily. He put his hand to the door.
Click.
The voices vanished. The music was cut off. The tinkling of glass ceased. The     laughter faded in a great wind.
When he stepped through the door, it was like coming into a room an instant     after a hurricane has left by the window. There was a sense of loss, a vacuum, an emptiness, a     vast silence. The walls ached.
Annie sat looking at him.
‘Where did they go?’ he said.
‘Who?’ She tried to look surprised.
‘Your friends,’ he said.
‘What friends?’ She raised her eyebrows.
‘You know what I’m talking about,’ he said.
‘No,’ she said firmly.
‘What’d you do? Go buy a new radio?’
‘And what if I did?’
He took a step forward, his hands groping the air. ‘Where is it?’
‘I won’t tell.’
‘I’ll find it,’ he said.
‘I’ll only buy another and another,’ she said.
‘Annie, Annie,’ he said, stopping. ‘How long are you going to carry this     crazy thing on? Don’t you see what’s happening?’
She looked at the wall. ‘All I know is that you’ve been a bad husband,     neglecting me, ignoring me. You’re gone, and when you’re gone, I have my friends, and my     friends and I have parties and I watch them live and die and walk around, and we drink drinks     and have affairs, oh yes, you wouldn’t believe it, have affairs, my dear Joseph! And we have     martinis and daiquiris and manhattans, my good Joseph! And we sit and talk and crochet or cook     or even take trips to Bermuda or anywhere at all, Rio, Martinique, Paris! And now, tonight, we     had such a grand party, until you came to haunt us!’
‘Haunt you!’ he shrieked, eyes wild.
‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘It’s almost as if you’re not real at all. As if you’re     some phantom from another world come to spoil our fun. Oh, Joseph, why don’t you go away.’
He said slowly, ‘You’re insane. God help you, Annie, but you’re insane.’
‘Whether I am or not,’ she said, at last,     ‘I’ve come to a decision. I’m leaving you, tonight. I’m going home to Mother!’
He laughed wearily. ‘You haven’t got a mother. She’s dead.’
‘I’m going anyway, home to Mother,’ she said endlessly.
‘Where’s that radio?’ he said.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t be able to go home if you took it. You can’t have     it.’
‘Damn it!’
Someone knocked on the door.
He went to answer it. The landlord was there. ‘You’ll have to stop shouting,’     he said. ‘The neighbors are complaining.’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Joe, stepping outside and half shutting the door. ‘We’ll     try to be quiet—’
Then he heard the running feet. Before he could turn, the door slammed and     locked. He heard Annie cry out triumphantly. He hammered at the door. ‘Annie, let me in, you     fool!’
‘Now, take it easy, Mr Tiller,’ cautioned the landlord.
‘That little idiot in there, I’ve got to get inside—’
He heard the voices again, the loud and the high voices, and the shrill wind     blowing and the dancing music and the glasses tinkling. And a voice saying, ‘Let him in, let     him do whatever he wants. We’ll fix him. So he’ll never hurt us again.’
He kicked at the door.
‘Stop that,’ said the landlord. ‘I’ll call the police.’
‘Call them, then!’
The landlord ran to find a phone.
Joe broke the door down.
Annie was sitting on the far side of the room. The room was dark, only the     light from a little ten-dollar radio illuminating it. There were a lot of people there, or     maybe shadows. And in the center of the room, in the rocking chair, was the old woman.
‘Why, look who’s here,’ she said, enchanted.
He walked forward and put his fingers around her neck.
Ma Perkins tried to get free, screamed, thrashed, but could not.
He strangled her.
When he was done with her, he let her drop to the floor, the paring knife,     the spilled peas flung everywhere. She was cold. Her heart was stopped. She was dead.
‘That’s just what we wanted you to do,’ said Annie tonelessly, sitting in the     dark.
‘Turn the lights on,’ he gasped, reeling. He staggered back across the room.     What was it, anyway? A plot? Were they going to enter other rooms, all around the world? Was Ma     Perkins dead, or just dead here? Was she alive everywhere else?
The police were coming in the door, the landlord behind them. They had guns.     ‘All right, buddy, up with them!’
They bent over the lifeless body on the     floor. Annie was smiling. ‘I saw it all,’ she said. ‘He killed her.’ ‘She’s dead all right,’     said one of the policemen. ‘She’s not real, she’s not real,’ sobbed Joe. ‘She’s not real,     believe me.’
‘She feels real to me,’ said the cop. ‘Dead as hell.’ Annie smiled.
‘She’s not real, listen to me, she’s Ma Perkins!’ ‘Yeah, and I’m Charlie’s     aunt. Come on along, fellow!’ He felt himself turn and then it came to him, in one horrid rush,     what it would be like from here on. After tonight, him taken away, and Annie returned home, to     her radio, alone in her room for the next thirty years. And all the little lonely people and     the other people, the couples, and groups all over the country in the next thirty years,     listening and listening. And the lights changing to mists and the mists to shadows and the     shadows to voices and the voices to shapes and the shapes to realities, until, at last, as     here, all over the country, there would be rooms, with people in them, some real, some not,     some controlled by unrealities, until all was a nightmare, one not knowable from the other. Ten     million rooms with ten million old women named Ma peeling potatoes in them, chuckling,     philosophizing. Ten million rooms in which some boy named Aldrich played with marbles on the     floor. Ten million rooms where guns barked and ambulances rumbled. God, God, what a huge,     engulfing plot. The world was lost, and he had lost it for them. It had been lost before he began. How many other husbands are starting the     same fight tonight, doomed to lose at last, as he lost, because the rules of logic have been     warped all out of shape by a little black evil electric box?
He felt the police snap the silver handcuffs tight.
Annie was smiling. And Annie would be here, night after night, with her wild     parties and her laughter and travels, while he was far away.
‘Listen to me!’ he screamed.
‘You’re nuts!’ said the cop, and hit him.
On the way down the hall, a radio was playing.
In the warm light of the room as they passed the door, Joe peered swiftly in,     one instant. There, by the radio, rocking, was an old woman, shelling some fresh green     peas.
He heard a door slam far away and his feet drifted.
He stared at the hideous old woman, or was it a man, who occupied the chair     in the center of the warm and swept-clean living room. What was she doing? Knitting, shaving     herself, peeling potatoes? Shelling peas? Was she sixty, eighty, one hundred, ten million years     old?
He felt his jaw clench and his tongue lie cold and remote in his mouth.
‘Come in,’ said the old woman–old man. ‘Annie’s fixing dinner in the     kitchen.’
‘Who are you?’ he asked, his heart trembling.
‘You know me,’ the person said, laughing     shrilly. ‘I’m Ma Perkins. You know, you know, you know.’
In the kitchen he held to the wall and his wife turned toward him with a     cheese grater in her hand. ‘Darling!’
‘Who’s–who’s—’ He felt drunk, his tongue thick. ‘Who’s that person in the     living room, how did she get here?’
‘Why, it’s only Ma Perkins, you know, from the radio,’ his wife said with     casual logic. She kissed him a sweet kiss on the mouth. ‘Are you cold? You’re shaking.’
He had time only to see her nod a smile before they dragged him on.
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Madame Et Monsieur Shill
It was while shuttling his eye down the menu posted in a nineteenth-century silver frame outside Le Restaurant Fondue that Andre Hall felt the merest touch at his elbow.
"Sir," said a man's voice, "you look to be hungry."
Andre turned irritably.
"What makes you think—?" he began, but the older man interrupted, politely.
"It was the way you leaned in to read the menu. I am Monsieur Sault, the proprietor of this restaurant. I know the symptoms."
"My God," said Andre. "Thatmade you come out?"
"Yes!" The older man examined Andre's coat, the worn cuffs, the too-often-cleaned lapels and said, "Areyou hungry?"
"Do I sing for my supper?"
"No, no!Regardezthe window."
Andrew turned and gasped, shot through the heart.
For in the window sat the most beautiful young woman, bent to ladle her soup to a mostdeliciousmouth. Bent, as if in prayer, she seemed not to notice their tracing her profile, her mellow cheeks, her violet eyes, her ears as delicate as seashells.
Andre had never dined on a woman's fingers, but now the urge overwhelmed him as he fought to breathe.
"All you must do," whispered the proprietor, "is sit in that window with the lovely creature and eat and drink during the next hour. And return another night to dine with the same lovely vision."
"Why?" said Andre.
"Regardez." The old man turned Andre's head so he might gaze at himself in the window's reflection.
"What do you see?"
"A hungry art student. Myself! And … not bad-looking?"
"Ah hah! Good. Come!"
And the young man was pulled through the door to sit at the table while the beautiful young woman laughed.
"What?" he cried, as champagne was poured. "What's so funny?"
"You," the beauty smiled. "Hasn't he said why we're here? Behold, our audience."
She pointed her champagne glass at the window where people now lingered outside.
"Who are they?" he protested. "Andwhatdo they see?"
"The actors." She sipped her champagne. "The beautiful people. Us. My fine eyes, nose, fine mouth, andlookat you. Eyes, nose, mouth,allfine. Drink!"
The proprietor's shadow moved between them. "Do you know the magician's theater where a volunteer who is the magician's assistantpretendsinnocence to secretly help the sorcerer, eh? And thenameof such assistants?Shill.So, seated with a proper wine and your audience beyond the window, I now dub thee … " He paused.
"Shill. MadameetMonsieur … Shill." And indeed as the lovely creature across from Andre raised her glass, in the twilight hour beyond the window, passersby hesitated and were pleasured by the incredible beauty and a man as handsome as she was lovely.
With a murmuring and shadowing the couples, lured by more than menus, filled the tables and more candles were lit and more champagne poured as Andre and his love, fascinated with each other's immortal faces, devoured their meal without seeing it.
So the last plates were cleared, the last wine tasted, the last candles extinguished. They sat, staring at one another, until the proprietor, in the shadows, raised his hands. Applause. "Tomorrow night," he said. "Encore?"
Encore  and another after that and still another followed with their arrivals and departures, but always they met in silence to cause the room's temperature to change. People entering from the cool night found summer on this hearth where he fed on her warmth.
And it was in the midst of the sixteenth night that Andre felt a ventriloquist's ghost in his throat move his mouth to say:
"I love you."
"Don't!" she said. "People are watching!"
"They've been watching for weeks. They see two lovers."
"Lovers? No. We're not!"
"Yes! Come back to my room or let me come toyours!"
"That would spoil it! This is perfectnow."
"Beingwith you would be perfect."
"Sit! Look at all the people we make happy. Consider Monsieur Sault, whose future we assure. Think: before you arrived last month, what were your plans for next year? Drink the wine. They say it's excellent."
"Because theysayit's excellent?"
"Careful. The people outside might read lips and leave. Give me your hand.Gently! Eat. Smile. Nod your head. There. Better?"
"I love you."
"Stop or I'll go!"
"Where?"
"Somewhere!" She smiled her false smile for the people beyond the window. "Where working conditions are better."
"AmIa bad working condition?"
"You endanger us. See, Monsieur Sault glares! Be still. Pour the wine. Yes?"
"Yes," he said at last.
And so it went for another week until he burst out and said, "Marry me!"
She snatched her hand from his. "No!" Then, because a couple had paused at their window, she laughed.
"Don't you love me a little bit?" he pleaded.
"Why should I? There were no promises."
"Marry me!"
"Monsieur Sault!" she cried. "The check!"
"But there has neverbeena check!"
"Tonight," she said, "thereis."
 
The next night she vanished.
"You," cried Monsieur Sault. "You fiend! Look what you've done!"
Inside the window there was no beautiful young woman: the last night of spring, the first night of summer.
"My business is ruined!" cried the old man. "Why couldn't you have shut your mouth and eaten your pate or drunk a second bottle and stuck the cork in your teeth?"
"I told the truth as I felt it. She'll come back!"
"So? Readthis!"
Andre took the note the old man gave him and read:Farewell.
"Farewell." Tears leaked from Andre's eyes. "Where's she gone?"
"God knows. We never knew her real name or address. Come!"
Andre followed up through a labyrinth of stairs to the roof. There, swaying as if he might pitch headlong down, Monsieur Sault pointed across the twilight city.
"What do you see?"
"Paris. Thousands of buildings."
"And?"
"Thousands of restaurants?"
"Do you truly know how many there are between here, theTour Eiffel,and there, Notre-Dame? Twenty thousand restaurants. Twenty thousand hiding places for our nameless wonder. Would you find her? Search!"
"All twenty thousand restaurants?"
"Bring her and you'll be my son and partner. Come without her and I will kill you. Escape!"
Andre escaped. He ran to climb the hill to the white splendor of Sacre-Coeur and looked out at the lights of Paris drowned in the blue and gold colors of a vanished sun.
"Twenty thousand hiding places," he murmured.
And went down in search.
 
In the Latin Quarter across the Seine from Notre-Dame you could wander past forty restaurants in a single block, twenty on each side, some with windows where beauties might sit by candlelight, some with tables and laughing people in the open.
"No, no," Andre muttered. "Too much!" And veered off down an alley that ended at the Boulevard St. Michel where brasseries,tabacs,and restaurants swarmed with tourists; where Renoir women spoke wine as they drank, spoke food as they ate, and ignored this strange, haunted, searching young man as he passed.
My God, Andre thought. Must I cross and recross Paris from the Trocadero to Montmartre to Montparnasse, to find a single small theater-cafe window where candlelight reveals a woman so beautiful that all appetites bud, all joys, culinary and amorous, conjoin?
Madness!
What if I miss that one window, that illumination, that face?
Insane! What if in my confusion I revisit alleys already searched! A map! I must cross out where I've been.
So each night at sundown with the shades of violet and purple and magenta flooding the narrow alleys he set out with bright maps that darkened as he left. Once on the Boulevard de Crenelle he shouted his taxi to a halt and leaped out, furious. The taxi had gone too fast; a dozen cafes had flashed by unseen.
Then suddenly, in despair, he said:
"Honfleur? Deuville? Lyon?"
"What if," he continued, "she isnotin Paris but has fled to Cannes or Bordeaux with their thousands of restaurants! My God!"
That night he woke at three a.m. as a list of names passed through his head. Elizabeth. Michelle. Arielle. Which name to speak if at last he found her? Celia? Helene? Diana? Beth?
Exhausted, he slept.
And so the weeks passed into months and in the fourth month he shouted at his mirror:
"Stop! If you haven't found her special 'theater' this week, burn your maps! No more names or streets at midnight or dawn! Yes!"
His image, in silence, turned away.
On the ninety-seventh night of his search, Andre was moving along the Quai Voltaire when he was suddenly seized by a storm of emotion so powerful it shook his bones and knocked his heart. Voices that he heard but did not hear made him stagger toward an intersection, where he froze.
Across the narrow street under a bower of trembling leaves, there was a small audience staring at a brass-framed menu, and the window beyond. Andre stepped, as in a trance, to stand behind the people.
"Impossible," whispered Andre.
For in the candlelit window sat the most beautiful woman, the most beautiful love of his life. And across from her sat an amazingly handsome man. They were lifting glasses and drinking champagne.
Am I outside or in? Andre wondered. Is that me in there, as before, and in love?What?
He could only swallow his heart as, for an instant, the gaze of the beautiful young woman passed over him like a shadow and did not return. Instead she smiled at her friend across the candlelit table. Stunned, Andre found the entryway and stepped in to move and stand close by the couple who whispered and laughed quietly.
She was more beautiful than in all the nights he had imagined her multitudinous names. Her travels across Paris had colored her cheeks and brightened her incredible eyes. Even her laughter was made rich by a passage of time.
Outside the restaurant window, a new audience watched as Andre said:
"Excuse."
The beautiful young woman and the handsome man looked up. There was no remembrance in her eyes, nor did her lips smile.
"MadameetMonsieur Shill?" Andre asked, numbly.
They held hands and nodded.
"Yes?" they said.
And finished the wine.
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The Man in the Rorschach Shirt
Brokaw.
What a name!
Listen to it bark, growl, yip, hear the bold proclamation of:
Immanuel Brokaw!
A fine name for the greatest psychiatrist who ever tread the waters of existence without capsizing.
Toss a pepper-ground Freud casebook in the air and all students sneezed:
Brokaw!
What ever happened to him?
One day, like a high-class vaudeville act, he vanished.
With the spotlight out, his miracles seemed in danger of reversal. Psychotic rabbits threatened to leap back into hats. Smokes were sucked back into loud-powder gun muzzles. We all waited.
Silence for ten years. And more silence.
Brokaw was lost, as if he had thrown himself with shouts of laughter into mid-Atlantic. For what? To plumb for Moby-Dick? To psychoanalyze that colorless fiend and see what he really had against Mad Ahab?
Who knows?
I last saw him running for a twilight plane, his wife and six Pomeranian dogs yapping far behind him on the dusky field.
‘Good-bye forever!’
His happy cry seemed a joke. But I found men flaking his gold-leaf name from his office door next day, as his great fat-women couches were hustled out into the raw weather toward some Third Avenue auction.
So the giant who had been Gandhi-Moses-Christ-Buddha-Freud all layered in one incredible Armenian desert had dropped through a hole in the clouds. To die? To live in secret?
Ten years later I rode on a California bus along the lovely shores of Newport.
The bus stopped. A man in his seventies bounced on, jingling silver into the coin box like manna. I glanced up from the rear of the bus and gasped.
‘Brokaw! By the saints!’
And with or without sanctification, there he stood. Reared up like God manifest, bearded, benevolent, pontifical, erudite, merry, accepting, forgiving, messianic, tutorial, forever and eternal …
Immanuel Brokaw.
But not in a dark suit, no.
Instead, as if they were vestments of some proud new church, he wore:
Bermuda shorts. Black leather Mexican sandals. A Los Angeles Dodgers’ baseball cap. French sunglasses. And …
The shirt! Ah God! The shirt!
A wild thing, all lush creeper and live flytrap undergrowth, all Pop-Op dilation and contraction, full flowered and crammed at every interstice and crosshatch with mythological beasts and symbols!
Open at the neck, this vast shirt hung wind-whipped like a thousand flags from a parade of united but neurotic nations.
But now, Dr Brokaw tilted his baseball cap, lifted his French sunglasses to survey the empty bus seats. Striding slowly down the aisle, he wheeled, he paused, he lingered, now here, now there. He whispered, he murmured, now to this man, this woman, that child.
I was about to cry out when I heard him say:
‘Well, what do you make of it?’
A small boy, stunned by the circus-poster effect of the old man’s attire, blinked, in need of nudging. The old man nudged:
‘Myshirt, boy! What do yousee!?’
‘Horses!’ the child blurted, at last. ‘Dancing horses!’
‘Bravo!’ The doctor beamed, patted him, and strode on. ‘Andyou, sir?’
A young man, quite taken with the forthrightness of this invader from some summer world, said:
‘Why … clouds, of course.’
‘Cumulus or nimbus?’
‘Er … not storm clouds, no, no. Fleecy, sheep clouds.’
‘Well done!’
The psychiatrist plunged on.
‘Mademoiselle?’
‘Surfers!’ A teen-age girl stared. ‘They’re the waves, big ones. Surfboards. Super!’
And so it went, on down the length of the bus and as the great man progressed a few scraps and titters of laughter sprang up, then, grown infectious, turned to roars of hilarity. By now, a dozen passengers had heard the first responses and so fell in with the game. This woman saw skyscrapers! The doctor scowled at her suspiciously. The doctor winked. That man saw crossword puzzles. The doctor shook his hand. This child found zebras all optical illusion on an African wild. The doctor slapped the animals and made them jump! This old woman saw vague Adams and misty Eves being driven from half-seen Gardens. The doctor scooched in on the seat with her awhile; they talked in fierce whispered elations, then up he jumped and forged on. Had the old woman seen an eviction? This young one saw the couple invited back in!
Dogs, lightnings, cats, cars, mushroom clouds, man-eating tiger lilies!
Each person, each response, brought greater outcries. We found ourselves all laughing together. This fine old man was a happening of nature, a caprice, God’s rambunctious Will, sewing all our separateness up in one.
Elephants! Elevators! Alarums! Dooms!
When first he had bounded aboard we had wanted naught of each other. But now like an immense snowfall which we must gossip on or an electrical failure that blacked out two million homes and so thrown us all together in communal chat, laugh, guffaw, we felt the tears clean up our souls even as they cleaned down our cheeks.
Each answer seemed funnier than the previous, and no one shouted louder his great torments of laughter than this grand tall and marvelous physician who asked for, got, and cured us of our hairballs on the spot. Whales. Kelp. Grass meadows. Lost cities. Beauteous women. He paused. He wheeled. He sat. He rose. He flapped his wildly colored shirt, until at last he towered before me and said:
‘Sir, what doyoufind?’
‘Why, Dr Brokaw, of course!’
The old man’s laughter stopped as if he were shot. He seized his dark glasses off, then clapped them on and grabbed my shoulders as if to wrench me into focus.
‘Simon Wincelaus, is thatyou?’
‘Me, me!’ I laughed. ‘Good grief, doctor, I thought you were dead and buried years ago. What’s this you’re up to?’
‘Up to?’ He squeezed and shook my hands and pummeled my arms and cheeks gently. Then he snorted a great self-forgiving laugh as he gazed down along the acreage of ridiculous shirting. ‘Up to? Retired. Swiftly gone. Overnight traveled three thousand miles from where last you saw me …’ His peppermint breath warmed my face. ‘And now best known hereabouts as … listen!… the Man in the Rorschach Shirt.’
‘In the what?’ I cried.
‘Rorschach Shirt.’
Light as a carnival gas balloon he touched into the seat beside me.
I sat stunned and silent.
We rode along by the blue sea under a bright summer sky.
The doctor gazed ahead as if reading my thoughts in vast skywriting among the clouds.
‘Why, you ask, why? I see your face, startled, at the airport years ago. My Going Away Forever day. My plane should have been named theHappy Titanic. On it I sank forever into the traceless sky. Yet here I am in the absolute flesh, yes? Not drunk, nor mad, nor riven by age and retirement’s boredom. Where, what, why, how come?’
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘whydidyou retire, with everything pitched for you? Skill, reputation, money. Not a breath of—’
‘Scandal? None! Why, then? Because, this old camel had not one but two humps broken by two straws. Two amazing straws. Hump Number One—’
He paused. He cast me a sidelong glance from under his dark glasses.
‘This is a confessional,’ I said. ‘Mum’s the word.’
‘Confessional. Yes. Thanks.’
The bus hummed softly on the road.
His voice rose and fell with the hum.
‘You know my photographic memory? Blessed, cursed, with total recall. Anything said, seen, done, touched, heard, can be snapped back to focus by me, forty, fifty, sixty years later. All, all of it, trapped in here.’
He stroked his temples lightly with the fingers of both hands.
‘Hundreds of psychiatric cases, delivered through my door, day after day, year on year. And never once did I check my notes on any of those sessions. I found, early on, I need only play back what I had heard inside my head. Sound tapes, of course, were kept as a double-check, but never listened to. There you have the stage set for the whole shocking business.
‘One day in my sixtieth year a woman patient spoke a single word. I asked her to repeat it. Why? Suddenly I had felt my semicircular canals shift as if some valves had opened upon cool fresh air at a subterranean level.
‘“Best,” she said.
‘“I thought you said, “beast,”’ I said.
‘“Oh, no, doctor, “best.”’
‘One word. One pebble dropped off the edge. And then – the avalanche. For, distinctly, I had heard her claim: “He loved the beast in me,” which is one kettle of sexual fish, eh? When in reality she had said, “He loved the best in me,” which is quite another pan of cold cod, you must agree.
‘That night I could not sleep. I smoked, I stared from windows. My head, my ears, felt strangely clear, as if I had just gotten over a thirty years’ cold. I suspected myself, my past, my senses, so at three in the deadfall morning I motored to my office and found the worst:
‘The recalled conversations of hundreds of cases in my mind were not the same as those recorded on my tapes or typed out in my secretary’s notes!’
‘You mean …?’
‘I mean when I heard beast it was truly best. Dumb was really numb. Ox were cocks and vice-versa. I heard bed and someone had said head. Sleep was creep. Lay was day. Paws were really pause. Rump was merely jump. Fiend was only leaned. Sex was hex or mix or, God knows,perplex! Yes-mess. No-slow. Binge-hinge. Wrong-long. Side-hide. Name a name, I’d heard it wrong. Ten million dozen misheard nouns! I panicked through my files! Good Grief! Great Jumping Josie!
‘All those years, those people! Holy Moses, Brokaw, I cried, all these years down from the Mount, the word of God like a flea in your ear. And now, late in the day, old wise one, you think to consult your lightning-scribbled stones. And find your Laws, your Tables,different!
‘Moses fled his offices that night. I ran in dark, unraveling my despair. I trained to Far Rockaway, perhaps because of its lamenting name.
‘I walked by a tumult of waves only equaled by the tumult in my breast. How? I cried, how can you have been half-deaf for a lifetime and not known it! And known it only now when through some fluke, the sense, the gift, returned, how, how?!
‘My only answer was a great stroke of thunder wave upon the sands.
‘So much for straw number one that broke Hump Number One of this odd-shaped human camel.’
There was a moment of silence.
We rode swaying on the bus. The bus moved along the golden shore road, through a gentle breeze.
‘Straw number two?’ I asked, quietly, at last.
Dr Brokaw held his French sunglasses up so sunlight struck fish-glitters all about the cavern of the bus. We watched the swimming rainbow patterns, he with detachment and at last half-amused concern.
‘Sight. Vision. Texture. Detail. Aren’t they miraculous. Aweful in the sense of meaning true awe? What is sight, vision, insight? Do we really want to see the world?’
‘Oh, yes,’ I cried, promptly.
‘A young man’s unthinking answer. No, my dear boy, we do not. At twenty, yes, we think we wish to see, know, be all. So thought I once. But I have had weak eyes most of my life, spent half my days being fitted out with new specs by oculists, hee? Well, comes the dawn of the corneal lens! At last, I decided, I will fit myself with those bright little teardrop miracles, those invisible discs! Coincidence? Psychosomatic cause and effect? For, that same week I got my contact lenses was the week my hearing cleared up! There must be some physio-mental connection, but don’t hazard me into an informed guess.
‘All I know is I had my little crystal corneal lenses ground and installed upon my weak baby blue eyes and –voilà!
‘There was the world!
‘THERE were people!
‘And there, God save us, was the dirt, and the multitudinous pores upon the people.
‘Simon,’ he added, grieving gently, eyes shut for a moment behind his dark glasses, ‘have you ever thought, did you know, that people are for the most part pores?’
He let that sink in. I thought about it.
‘Pores?’ I said, at last.
‘Pores! But who thinks of it? Who bothers to go look? But with my restored visionIsaw! A thousand, a million, ten billion … pores. Large, small, pale, crimson … pores. Everyone and on everyone. People passing. People crowding buses, theaters, telephone booths, all pore and little substance. Small pores on tiny women. Big pores on monster men. Or vice versa. Pores as numerous as that foul dust which slides pell-mell down church-nave sunbeams late afternoons. Pores. They became my utter and riven fascination. I stared at fine ladies’ complexions, not their eyes, mouths, or earlobes. Shouldn’t a man watch a woman’s skeleton hinge and unhinge itself within that sweet pincushion flesh? Yes! But no, I saw only cheesegrater, kitchen-sieve skins. All Beauty turned sour Grotesque. Swiveling my gaze was like swiveling the 200-inch Palomar telescope in my damned skull. Everywhere I looked I saw the meteor-bombarded moon, in dread super closeup!
‘Myself? God, shaving mornings was exquisite torture. I could not pluck my eyes from my lost battle-pitted face. Damnation, Immanuel Brokaw, I soughed, you are the Grand Canyon at high noon, an orange with a billion navels, a pomegranate with the skin stripped off.
‘In sum, my contact lenses had made me fifteen years old again. That is: festering, self-crucified bundle of doubt, horror, and absolute imperfection. The worst age in all one’s life had returned to haunt me with its pimpled, bumpy ghost.
‘I lay, a sleepless wreck. Ah, second Adolescence, take pity, I cried. How could I have been so blind, so many years? Blind, yes, and knew it, and always said it was of no importance. So I groped about the world as lustful myope, nearsightedly missing the holes, rips, tears, and bumps on others as well as myself. Now, Reality had run me down in the street. And the Reality was: Pores.
‘I shut my eyes and went to bed for several days. Then I sat up in bed and proclaimed, wide-eyed: Reality is not all! I refuse this knowledge. I legislate against Pores! I accept instead those truths we intuit, or make up to live by.
‘I traded in my eyeballs.
‘That is I handed my corneal-contact lenses to a sadist nephew who thrives on garbages and lumpy people and hairy things.
‘I clapped back on my old undercorrected specs. I strolled through a world of returned and gentle mists. I saw enough but not too much. I found half-discerned ghost peoples I could love again. I saw the “me” in the morning glass I could once more bed with, admire and take as chum. I began to laugh each day with new happiness. Softly. Then, very loud.
‘What a joke, Simon, life is.
‘From vanity we buy lenses that see all and so lose everything!
‘And by giving up some small bit-piece of so-called wisdom, reality, truth, we gain back an entirety of life! Who does not know this? Writers do! Intuited novels are far more “true” than all your scribbled data-fact reportage in the history of the world!
‘But then at last I had to face the great twin fractures lying athwart my conscience. My eyes. My ears. Holy Cow, I said, softly. The thousand folk who tread my offices and creaked my couches and looked for echoes in my Delphic Cave, why, why, preposterous! I had seen none of them, nor heard any clear!
‘Who was that Miss Harbottle?
‘What of old Dinsmuir?
‘What was the real color, look, size of Miss Grimes?
‘Did Mrs Scrapwight really resemble and speak like an Egyptian papyrus mummy fallen out of a rug at my desk?
‘I could not even guess. Two thousand days of fogs surrounded my lost children, mere voices calling, fading, gone.
‘My God, I had wandered the marketplace with an invisible sign BLIND AND DEAF and people had rushed to fill my beggar’s cup with coins and rush off cured. Cured! Isn’tthatmiraculous, strange? Cured by an old ricket with one arm gone, as ’twere, and one leg missing. What? What did I say right to them out of hearing wrong? Who indeed were those people? I will never know.
‘And then I thought: there are a hundred psychiatrists about town who see and hear more clearly than I. But whose patients walk naked into high seas or leap off playground slides at midnight or truss women up and smoke cigars over them.
‘So I had to face the irreducible fact of a successful career.
‘The lame donotlead the lame, my reason cried, the blind and halt do not cure the halt and the blind! But a voice from the far balcony of my soul replied with immense irony: Bee’swax and Bull-Durham! You, Immanuel Brokaw, are a porcelain genius, which means cracked but brilliant! Your occluded eyes see, your corked ears hear. Your fractured sensibilities cure at some level below consciousness! Bravo!
‘But no, I could not live with my perfect imperfections. I could not understand nor tolerate this smug secret thing which, through screens and obfuscations, played meadow doctor to the world and cured field beasts.
‘I had several choices then. Put my corneal lenses back in? Buy ear radios to help my rapidly improving sense of sound? And then? Find I had lost touch with my best and hidden mind which had grown comfortably accustomed to thirty years of bad vision and lousy hearing? Chaos for both curer and cured.
‘Stay blind and deaf and work? It seemed a dreadful fraud, though my record was laundry-fresh, pressed white and clean.
‘So I retired.
‘Packed my bags and ran off into golden oblivion to let the incredible wax collect in my most terrible strange ears …’
We rode in the bus along the shore in the warm afternoon. A few clouds moved over the sun. Shadows misted on the sands and the people strewn on the sands under the colored umbrellas.
I cleared my throat.
‘Will you ever return to practice again, doctor?’
‘I practice now.’
‘But you just said—’
‘Oh, not officially, and not with an office or fees, no, never that again.’ The doctor laughed quietly. ‘I am sore beset by the mystery anyway. That is, of how I cured all those people with a laying on of hands even though my arms were chopped off at the elbows. Still, now, I do keep my “hand” in.’
‘How?’
‘This shirt of mine. You saw. You heard.’
‘Coming down the aisle?’
‘Exactly. The colors. The patterns. One thing to that man, another to the girl, a third to the boy. Zebras, goats, lightnings, Egyptian amulets. What, what, what? I ask. And: answer, answer, answer. The Man in the Rorschach Shirt.
‘I have a dozen such shirts at home.
‘All colors, all different pattern mixes. One was designed for me by Jackson Pollack before he died. I wear each shirt for a day, or a week, if the going, the answers, are thick, fast, full of excitement and reward. Then off with the old and on with the new. Ten billion glances, ten billion startled responds!
‘Might I not market these Rorschach shirts to your psychoanalyst on vacation? Test your friends? Shock your neighbors? Titillate your wife? No, no. This is my own special private most dear fun. No one must share it. Me and my shirts, the sun, the bus, and a thousand afternoons ahead. The beach waits. And on it, my people!
‘So I walk the shores of this summer world. There is no winter here, amazing, yes, no winter of discontent it would almost seem, and death a rumor beyond the dunes. I walk along in my own time and way and come on people and let the wind flap my great sailcloth shirt now veering north, south or south-by-west and watch their eyes pop, glide, leer, squint, wonder. And when a certain person says a certain word about my ink-slashed cotton colors I give pause. I chat. I walk with them awhile. We peer into the great glass of the sea. I sidewise peer into their soul. Sometimes we stroll for hours, a longish session with the weather. Usually it takes but that one day and, not knowing with whom they walked, scot-free, they are discharged all unwitting patients. They walk on down the dusky shore toward a fairer brighter eve. Behind their backs, the deaf-blind man waves them bon voyage and trots home there to devour happy suppers, brisk with fine work done.
‘Or sometimes I meet some half-slumberer on the sand whose troubles cannot all be fetched out to die in the raw light of one day. Then, as by accident, we collide a week later and walk by the tidal churn doing what has always been done; we have our traveling confessional. For long before pent-up priests and whispers and repentances, friends walked, talked, listened, and in the listening-talk cured each other’s sour despairs. Good friends trade hairballs all the time, give gifts of mutual dismays and so are rid of them.
‘Trash collects on lawns and in minds. With bright shirt and nail-tipped trash stick I set out each dawn to … clean up the beaches. So many, oh, so many bodies lying out there in the light. So many minds lost in the dark. I try to walk among them all, without … stumbling …’
The wind blew in the bus window cool and fresh, making a sea of ripples through the thoughtful old man’s patterned shirt.
The bus stopped.
Dr Brokaw suddenly saw where he was and leaped up. ‘Wait!’
Everyone on the bus turned as if to watch the exit of a star performer. Everyone smiled.
Dr Brokaw pumped my hand and ran. At the far front end of the bus he turned, amazed at his own forgetfulness, lifted his dark glasses and squinted at me with his weak baby-blue eyes.
‘You—’ he said.
Already, to him, I was a mist, a pointillist dream somewhere out beyond the rim of vision.
‘You …’ he called into that fabulous cloud of existence which surrounded and pressed him warm and close, ‘you nevertoldme. What?What?!’
He stood tall to display that incredible Rorschach shirt which fluttered and swarmed with everchanging line and color.
I looked. I blinked. I answered.
‘A sunrise!’ I cried.
The doctor reeled with this gentle friendly blow.
‘Are you sure it isn’t a sunset?’ he called, cupping one hand to his ear.
I looked again and smiled. I hoped he saw my smile a thousand miles away within the bus.
‘No,’ I said. ‘A sunrise. A beautiful sunrise.’
He shut his eyes to digest the words. His great hands wandered along the shore of his wind-gentled shirt. He nodded. Then he opened his pale eyes, waved once, and stepped out into the world.
The bus drove on. I looked back once.
And there went Dr Brokaw advancing straight out and across a beach where lay a random sampling of the world, a thousand bathers in the warm light.
He seemed to tread lightly upon a water of people.
The last I saw of him, he was still gloriously afloat.
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The Man
CAPTAIN HART stood in the door of the rocket. “Why don’t they come?” he said.
“Who knows?” said Martin, his lieutenant. “Do I know, Captain?”
“What kind of a place is this, anyway?” The captain lighted a cigar. He tossed the match out into the glittering meadow. The grass started to burn.
Martin moved to stamp it out with his boot.
“No,” ordered Captain Hart, “let it burn. Maybe they’ll come see what’s happening then, the ignorant fools.”
Martin shrugged and withdrew his foot from the spreading fire.
Captain Hart examined his watch. “An hour ago we landed here, and does the welcoming committee rush out with a brass band to shake our hands? No indeed! Here we ride millions of miles through space and the fine citizens of some silly town on some unknown planet ignore us!” He snorted, tapping his watch. “Well, I’ll just give them five more minutes, and then——”
“And then what?” asked Martin, ever so politely, watching the captain's jowls shake.
“We’ll fly over their damned city again and scare hell out of them.” His voice grew quieter. “Do you think, Martin, maybe they didn’t see us land?”
“They saw us. They looked up as we flew over.
“Then why aren’t they running across the field? Are they hiding? Are they yellow?”
Martin shook his head. “No. Take these binoculars, sir. See for yourself. Everybody’s walking around. They’re not frightened. They—well, they just don’t seem to care.
Captain Hart placed the binoculars to his tired eyes. Martin looked up and had time to observe the lines and the grooves of irritation, tiredness, nervousness there. Hart looked a million years old; he never slept, he ate little, and drove himself on, on. Now his mouth moved, aged and drear, but sharp, under the held binoculars.
“Really, Martin, I don’t know why we bother. We build rockets, we go to all the trouble of crossing space, searching for them, and this is what we get. Neglect. Look at those idiots wander about in there. Don’t they realize how big this is? The first space flight to touch their provincial land. How many times does that happen? Are they that blasé?”
Martin didn’t know.
Captain Hart gave him back the binoculars wearily. “Why do we do it, Martin? This space travel, I mean. Always on the go. Always searching. Our insides always tight, never any rest.”
“Maybe we’re looking for peace and quiet. Certainly there’s none on Earth,” said Martin.
“No, there’s not, is there?” Captain Hart was thoughtful, the fire damped down. “Not since Darwin, eh? Not since everything went by the board, everything we used to believe in, eh? Divine power and all that. And so you think maybe that’s why we’re going out to the stars, eh, Martin? Looking for our lost souls, is that it? Trying to get away from our evil planet to a good one?”
“Perhaps, sir. Certainly we’re looking for something.”
Captain Hart cleared his throat and tightened back into sharpness. “Well, right now we’re looking for the mayor of that city there. Run in, tell them who we are, the first rocket expedition to Planet Forty-three in Star System Three. Captain Hart sends his salutations and desires to meet the mayor. On the double!”
“Yes, sir.” Martin walked slowly across the meadow.
“Hurry!” snapped the captain.
“Yes, sir!” Martin trotted away. Then he walked again, smiling to himself.
The captain had smoked two cigars before Martin returned. Martin stopped and looked up into the door of the rocket, swaying, seemingly unable to focus his eyes or think.
“Well?” snapped Hart. “What happened? Are they coming to welcome us?”
“No.” Martin had to lean dizzily against the ship.
“Why not?”
“It’s not important,” said Martin. “Give me a cigarette, please, Captain.” His fingers groped blindly at the rising pack, for he was looking at the golden city and blinking. He lighted one and smoked quietly for a long time.
“Say something!” cried the captain. “Aren’t they interested in our rocket?”
Martin said, “What? Oh. The rocket?” He inspected his cigarette. “No, they’re not interested. Seems we came at an inopportune time.”
“Inopportune time!”
Martin was patient. “Captain, listen. Something big happened yesterday in that city. It’s so big, so important that we’re second-rate—second fiddle. I’ve got to sit down.” He lost his balance and sat heavily, gasping for air.
The captain chewed his cigar angrily. "What happened?” Martin lifted his head, smoke from the burning cigarette in his fingers, blowing in the wind. “Sir, yesterday, in that city, a remarkable man appeared—good, intelligent, compassionate, and infinitely wise!”
The captain glared at his lieutenant. “What’s that to do with us?”
“It’s hard to explain. But he was a man for whom they’d waited a long time—a million years maybe. And yesterday he walked into their city. That’s why today, sir, our rocket landing means nothing.”
The captain sat down violently. “Who was it? Not Ashley? He didn’t arrive in his rocket before us and steal my glory, did he?” He seized Martin’s arm. His face was pale and dismayed.
“Not Ashley, sir.”
“Then it was Burton! I knew it. Burton stole in ahead of us and ruined my landing! You can’t trust anyone any more.”
“Not Burton, either, sir,” said Martin quietly.
The captain was incredulous. “There were only three rockets. We were in the lead. This man who got here ahead of us? What was his name!”
“He didn’t have a name. He doesn’t need one. It would be different on every planet, sir.”
The captain stared at his lieutenant with hard, cynical eyes. “Well, what did he do that was so wonderful that nobody even looks at our ship?”
“For one thing,” said Martin steadily, “he healed the sick and comforted the poor. He fought hypocrisy and dirty politics and sat among the people, talking, through the day.”
“Is that so wonderful?”
“Yes,  Captain.”
“I don’t get this.” The captain confronted Martin, peered into his face and eyes. “You been drinking, eh?” He was suspicious. He backed away. “I don’t understand.”
Martin looked at the city. “Captain, if you don’t understand, there’s no way of telling you.”
The captain followed his gaze. The city was quiet and beautiful and a great peace lay over it. The captain stepped forward, taking his cigar from his lips. He squinted first at Martin, then at the golden spires of the buildings.
“You don’t mean—you  can’t  mean— That man you’re talking about couldn’t be——”
Martin nodded. “That’s what I mean, sir.
The captain stood silently, not moving. He drew himself up.
“I don’t believe it,” he said at last.
At high noon Captain Hart walked briskly into the city, accompanied by Lieutenant Martin and an assistant who was carrying some electrical equipment. Every once in a while the captain laughed loudly, put his hands on his hips and shook his head.
The mayor of the town confronted him. Martin set up a tripod, screwed a box onto it, and switched on the batteries.
“Are you the mayor?” The captain jabbed a finger out.
“I am,” said the mayor.
The delicate apparatus stood between them, controlled and adjusted by Martin and the assistant. Instantaneous translations from any language were made by the box. The words sounded crisply on the mild air of the city.
“About this occurrence yesterday,” said the captain. “It occurred?”
“It did.”
“You have witnesses?”
“We have.”
“May we talk to them?”
“Talk to any of us,” said the mayor. “We are all witnesses.”
In an aside to Martin the captain said, “Mass hallucination.” To the mayor, “What did this man—this stranger—look like?”
“That would be hard to say,” said the mayor, smiling a little.
“Why would it?”
“Opinions might differ slightly.”
“I’d like your opinion, sir, anyway,” said the captain. “Record this,” he snapped to Martin over his shoulder. The lieutenant pressed the button of a hand recorder.
“Well,” said the mayor of the city, “he was a very gentle and kind man. He was of a great and knowing intelligence.”
“Yes—yes, I know, I know.” The captain waved his fingers. “Generalizations. I want something specific. What did he look like?”
“I don’t believe that is important,” replied the mayor.
“It’s very important,” said the captain sternly. “I want a description of this fellow. If I can’t get it from you, I’ll get it from others.” To Martin, “I’m sure it must have been Burton, pulling one of his practical jokes.”
Martin would not look him in the face. Martin was coldly silent.
The captain snapped his fingers. “There was something or other—a healing?”
“Many healings,” said the mayor.
“May I see one?”
“You may,” said the mayor. “My son.” He nodded at a small boy who stepped forward. “He was afflicted with a withered arm. Now, look upon it.”
At this the captain laughed tolerantly. “Yes, yes. This isn’t even circumstantial evidence, you know. I didn’t see the boy’s withered arm. I see only his arm whole and well. That’s no proof. What proof have you that the boy’s arm was withered yesterday and today is well?”
“My word is my proof,” said the mayor simply.
“My dear man!” cried the captain. “You don’t expect me to go on hearsay, do you? Oh no!”
“I’m sorry,” said the mayor, looking upon the captain with what appeared to be curiosity and pity.
“Do you have any pictures of the boy before today?” asked the captain.
After a moment a large oil portrait was carried forth, showing the son with a withered arm.
“My dear fellow!” The captain waved it away. “Anybody can paint a picture. Paintings lie. I want a photograph of the boy.”
There was no photograph. Photography was not a known art in their society.
“Well,” sighed the captain, face twitching, “let me talk to a few other citizens. We’re getting nowhere.” He pointed at a woman. “You.” She hesitated. “Yes, you; come here,” ordered the captain. “Tell me about this  wonderful  man you saw yesterday.”
The woman looked steadily at the captain. “He walked among us and was very fine and good.”
“What color were his eyes?”
“The color of the sun, the color of the sea, the color of a flower, the color of the mountains, the color of the night.”
“That’ll do.” The captain threw up his hands. “See, Martin? Absolutely nothing. Some charlatan wanders through whispering sweet nothings in their ears and——”
“Please, stop it,” said Martin.
The captain stepped back. “What?”
“You heard what I said,” said Martin. “I like these people. I believe what they say. You’re entitled to your opinion, but keep it to yourself, sir.”
“You can’t talk to me this way,” shouted the captain.
“I’ve had enough of your highhandedness,” replied Martin. “Leave these people alone. They’ve got something good and decent, and you come and foul up the nest and sneer at it. Well, I’ve talked to them too. I’ve gone through the city and seen their faces, and they’ve got something you’ll never have—a little simple faith, and they’ll move mountains with it. You, you’re boiled because someone stole your act, got here ahead and made you unimportant!”
“I’ll give you five seconds to finish,” remarked the captain. “I understand. You’ve been under a strain, Martin. Months of traveling in space, nostalgia, loneliness. And now, with this thing happening, I sympathize, Martin. I overlook your petty insubordination.”
“I don’t overlook your petty tyranny,” replied Martin. “I’m stepping out. I’m staying here.”
“You can’t do that!”
“Can’t I? Try and stop me. This is what I came looking for. I didn’t know it, but this is it. This is for me. Take your filth somewhere else and foul up other nests with your doubt and your—scientific method!” He looked swiftly about. “These people have had an experience, and you can’t seem to get it through your head that it’s really happened and we were lucky enough to almost arrive in time to be in on it.
“People on Earth have talked about this man for twenty centuries after he walked through the old world. We’ve all wanted to see him and hear him, and never had the chance. And now, today, we just missed seeing him by a few hours.”
Captain Hart looked at Martin’s cheeks. “You’re crying like a baby. Stop it.”
“I don’t care.”
“Well, I do. In front of these natives we’re to keep up a front. You’re overwrought. As I said, I forgive you.”
“I don’t want your forgiveness."
“You idiot. Can’t you see this is one of Burton’s tricks, to fool these people, to bilk them, to establish his oil and mineral concerns under a religious guise! You fool, Martin. You absolute fool! You should know Earthmen by now. They’ll do anything—blaspheme, lie, cheat, steal, kill, to get their ends. Anything is fine if it works; the true pragmatist, that’s Burton. You know him!”
The captain scoffed heavily. “Come off it, Martin, admit it; this is the sort of scaly thing Burton might carry off, polish up these citizens and pluck them when they’re ripe.”
“No,” said Martin, thinking of it.
The captain put his hand up. “That’s Burton. That’s him. That’s his dirt, that’s his criminal way. I have to admire the old dragon. Flaming in here in a blaze and a halo and a soft word and a loving touch, with a medicated salve here and a healing ray there. That’s Burton all right!”
“No.” Martin’s voice was dazed. He covered his eyes. “No, I won’t believe it.”
“You don’t want to believe.” Captain Hart kept at it. “Admit it now. Admit it! It’s just the thing Burton would do. Stop daydreaming, Martin. Wake up! It’s morning. This is a real world and we’re real, dirty people—Burton the dirtiest of us all!”
Martin turned away.
“There, there, Martin,” said Hart, mechanically patting the man’s back. “I understand. Quite a shock for you. I know. A rotten shame, and all that. That Burton is a rascal. You go take it easy. Let me handle this.”
Martin walked off slowly toward the rocket.
Captain Hart watched him go. Then, taking a deep breath, he turned to the woman he had been questioning. “Well. Tell me some more about this man. As you were saying, madam?”
Later the officers of the rocket ship ate supper on card tables outside. The captain correlated his data to a silent Martin who sat red-eyed and brooding over his meal.
“Interviewed three dozen people, all of them full of the same milk and hogwash,” said the captain. “It’s Burton’s work all right, I’m positive. He’ll be spilling back in here tomorrow or next week to consolidate his miracles and beat us out in our contracts. I think I’ll stick on and spoil it for him.”
Martin glanced up sullenly. “I’ll kill him,” he said.
“Now, now, Martin! There, there, boy.”
“I’ll kill him—so help me, I will.”
‘We’ll put an anchor on his wagon. You have to admit he’s clever. Unethical but clever.”
“He’s dirty.”
“You must promise not to do anything violent.” Captain Hart checked his figures. “According to this, there were thirty miracles of healing performed, a blind man restored to vision, a leper cured. Oh, Burton’s efficient, give him that.”
A gong sounded. A moment later a man ran up. “Captain, sir. A report! Burton’s ship is coming down. Also the Ashley ship, sir!”
“See!” Captain Hart beat the table. “Here come the jackals to the harvest! They can’t wait to feed. Wait till I confront them. I’ll make them cut me in on this feast—I will!”
Martin looked sick. He stared at the captain.
“Business, my dear boy, business,” said the captain.
Everybody looked up. Two rockets swung down out of the sky.
When the rockets landed they almost crashed.
“What’s wrong with those fools?” cried the captain, jumping up. The men ran across the meadowlands to the steaming ships.
The captain arrived. The airlock door popped open on Burton’s ship.
A man fell out into their arms.
“What’s wrong?” cried Captain Hart.
The man lay on the ground. They bent over him and he was burned, badly burned. His body was covered with wounds and scars and tissue that was inflamed and smoking. He looked up out of puffed eyes and his thick tongue moved in his split lips.
“What happened?” demanded the captain, kneeling down, shaking the man’s arm.
“Sir, sir,” whispered the dying man. “Forty-eight hours ago, back in Space Sector Seventy-nine DFS, off Planet One in this system, our ship, and Ashley’s ship, ran into a cosmic storm, sir.” Liquid ran gray from the man’s nostrils. Blood trickled from his mouth. “Wiped out. All crew. Burton dead. Ashley died an hour ago. Only three survivals.”
“Listen to me!” shouted Hart bending over the bleeding man. “You didn’t come to this planet before this very hour?”
Silence.
“Answer me!” cried Hart.
The dying man said, “No. Storm. Burton dead two days ago. This first landing on any world in six months.”
“Are you sure?” shouted Hart, shaking violently, gripping the man in his hands. “Are you sure?”
“Sure, sure,” mouthed the dying man.
“Burton died two days ago? You’re positive?”
“Yes, yes,” whispered the man. His head fell forward. The man was dead.
The captain knelt beside the silent body. The captain’s face twitched, the muscles jerking involuntarily. The other members of the crew stood back of him looking down. Martin waited. The captain asked to be helped to his feet, finally, and this was done. They stood looking at the city. “That means——”
“That means?” said Martin.
“We’re the only ones who’ve been here,” whispered Captain Hart. “And that man——”
“What about that man, Captain?” asked Martin.
The captain’s face twitched senselessly. He looked very old indeed, and gray. His eyes were glazed. He moved forward in the dry grass.
“Come along, Martin. Come along. Hold me up; for my sake, hold me. I’m afraid I’ll fall. And hurry. We can’t waste time——”
They moved, stumbling, toward the city, in the long dry grass, in the blowing wind.
Several hours later they were sitting in the mayor’s auditorium. A thousand people had come and talked and gone. The captain had remained seated, his face haggard, listening, listening. There was so much light in the faces of those who came and testified and talked he could not bear to see them. And all the while his hands traveled, on his knees, together; on his belt, jerking and quivering.
When it was over, Captain Hart turned to the mayor and with strange eyes said:
“But you must know where he went?”
“He didn’t say where he was going,” replied the mayor.
“To one of the other nearby worlds?” demanded the captain.
“I don’t know.”
“You must know.”
“Do you see him?” asked the mayor, indicating the crowd.
The captain looked. “No.”
‘Then he is probably gone,” said the mayor.
“Probably, probably!” cried the captain weakly. “I’ve made a horrible mistake, and I want to see him now. Why, it just came to me, this is a most unusual thing in history. To be in on something like this. Why, the chances are one in billions we’d arrived at one certain planet among millions of planets the day after  he  came! You must know where he’s gone!”
“Each finds him in his own way,” replied the mayor gently.
“You’re hiding him.” The captain’s face grew slowly ugly.
Some of the old hardness returned in stages. He began to stand up.
“No,” said the mayor.
“You know where be is then?” The captain’s fingers twitched at the leather holster on his right side.
“I couldn’t tell you where he is, exactly,” said the mayor.
“I advise you to start talking,” and the captain took out a small steel gun.
“There’s no way,” said the mayor, “to tell you anything.”
“Liar!”
An expression of pity came into the mayor’s face as he looked at Hart.
“You’re very tired,” he said. “You’ve traveled a long way and you belong to a tired people who’ve been without faith a long time, and you want to believe so much now that you’re interfering with yourself. You’ll only make it harder if you kill. You’ll never find him that way.
“Where’d he go? He told you; you know. Come on, tell me!” The captain waved the gun.
The mayor shook his head.
“Tell me! Tell me!”
The gun cracked once, twice. The mayor fell, his arm wounded.
Martin leaped forward. “Captain!”
The gun flashed at Martin. “Don’t interfere.”
On the floor, holding his wounded arm, the mayor looked up. “Put down your gun. You’re hurting yourself. You’ve never believed, and now that you think you believe, you hurt people because of it.”
“I don’t need you,” said Hart, standing over him. “If I missed him by one day here, I’ll go on to another world. And another and another. I’ll miss him by half a day on the next planet, maybe, and a quarter of a day on the third planet, and two hours on the next, and an hour on the next, and half an hour on the next, and a minute on the next. But after that, one day I’ll catch up with him! Do you hear that?” He was shouting now, leaning wearily over the man on the floor. He staggered with exhaustion. “Come along, Martin.” He let the gun hang in his hand.
“No,” said Martin. “I’m staying here.”
“You’re a fool. Stay if you like. But I’m going on, with the others, as far as I can go.”
The mayor looked up at Martin. “I’ll be all right. Leave me. Others will tend my wounds.”
“I’ll be back,” said Martin. “I’ll walk as far as the rocket.” They walked with vicious speed through the city. One could see with what effort the captain struggled to show all the old iron, to keep himself going. When he reached the rocket he slapped the side of it with a trembling hand. He holstered his gun. He looked at Martin.
“Well, Martin?”
Martin looked at him. “Well, Captain?”
The captain’s eyes were on the sky. “Sure you won’t—come with—with me, eh?”
“No, sir.”
“It’ll be a great adventure, by God. I know I’ll find him.”
“You are set on it now, aren’t you, sir?” asked Martin.
The captain’s face quivered and his eyes closed. “Yes.”
“There’s one thing I’d like to know.”
“What?”
“Sir, when you find him—if  you find him,” asked Martin, “what will you ask of him?”
“Why—” The captain faltered, opening his eyes. His hands clenched and unclenched. He puzzled a moment and then broke into a strange smile. “Why, I’ll ask him for a little—peace and quiet.” He touched the rocket. “It’s been a long time, a long, long time since—since I relaxed.”
“Did you ever just try, Captain?”
“I don’t understand,” said Hart.
“Never mind. So long, Captain.”
“Good-by, Mr. Martin.”
The crew stood by the port. Out of their number only three were going on with Hart. Seven others were remaining behind, they said, with Martin.
Captain Hart surveyed them and uttered his verdict: “Fools!” He, last of all, climbed into the airlock, gave a brisk salute, laughed sharply. The door slammed.
The rocket lifted into the sky on a pillar of fire.
Martin watched it go far away and vanish.
At the meadow’s edge the mayor, supported by several men, beckoned.
“He’s gone,” said Martin, walking up.
“Yes, poor man, he’s gone,” said the mayor. “And he’ll go on, planet after planet, seeking and seeking, and always and always he will be an hour late, or a half hour late, or ten minutes late, or a minute late. And finally he will miss out by only a few seconds. And when he has visited three hundred worlds and is seventy or eighty years old he will miss out by only a fraction of a second, and then a smaller fraction of a second. And he will go on and on, thinking to find that very thing which he left behind here, on this planet, in this city—”
Martin looked steadily at the mayor.
The mayor put out his hand. “Was there ever any doubt of it?” He beckoned to the others and turned. “Come along now. We mustn’t keep him waiting."
They walked into the city.
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Massinello Pietro
He fed the canaries and the geese and the dogs and the cats. Then he     cranked up the rusty phonograph and sang to the hissing ‘Tales from the Vienna Woods’:
Life goes up, life goes down,
 
But please smile, do not sigh, do not frown!
Dancing, he heard the car stop before his little shop. He saw the man in the     gray hat glance up and down the storefront and knew the man was reading the sign which in     large, uneven blue letters declared THE MANGER. EVERYTHING FREE! LOVE AND     CHARITY FOR ALL!
The man stepped halfway through the open door and stopped. ‘Mr Massinello     Pietro?’
Pietro nodded vigorously, smiling. ‘Come in. Do you want to arrest me? Do you want to throw me in jail?’
The man read from his notes. ‘Better known as Alfred Flonn?’ He eyed the     silver bells on Pietro’s shirtsleeves.
‘That’s me!’ Pietro’s eye flashed.
The man was uncomfortable. He looked around a room crammed full of rustling     birdcages and packing crates. Geese rushed in through the back door, stared at him angrily, and     rushed back out. Four parrots blinked lazily on their high perches. Two Indian lovebirds cooed     softly. Three dachshunds capered around Pietro’s feet, waiting for him to put down just one     hand to pet them. On one shoulder he carried a banana-beaked mynah bird, on the other a zebra     finch.
‘Sit down!’ sang Pietro. ‘I was just having a little music; that’s the way to     start the day!’ He cranked the portable phonograph swiftly and reset the needle.
‘I know, I know.’ The man laughed, trying to be tolerant. ‘My name’s Tiffany,     from the D.A.’s office. We got a lot of complaints.’ He waved around the cluttered shop.     ‘Public health. All these ducks, raccoons, white mice. Wrong zone, wrong neighborhood. You’ll     have to clean it up.’
‘Sixpeople have told me that.’ Pietro counted them     proudly on his fingers. ‘Two judges, three policemen, and the district attorney himself!’
‘You were warned a month ago you had thirty days to stop this nuisance or go     to jail,’ said Tiffany, over the music. ‘We’ve been patient.’
‘I,’ said Pietro, ‘have been the patient one.     I have waited for the world to stop being silly. I have waited for it to stop wars. I have     waited for politicians to be honest. I have waited–la la la–for real     estate men to be good citizens. But while I wait, I dance!’ He demonstrated.
‘Butlookat this place!’ protested Tiffany.
‘Isn’t it wonderful? Do you see my shrine for the Virgin Mary?’ Pietro     pointed. ‘And here, on the wall, a framed letter from the archbishop’s secretary himself,     saying what good I’ve done for the poor! Once, I was rich, I had property, a hotel. A man took     it all away, my wife with it, oh, twenty years ago. Do you know what I did? I invested what     little I had left in dogs, geese, mice, parrots, who do not change their minds, who are always     friends forever and forever. I bought my phonograph, which never is sad, which never stops     singing!’
‘That’s another thing,’ said Tiffany, wincing. ‘The neighborhood says at four     in the morning, um, you and the phonograph…’
‘Music is better than soap and water!’
Tiffany shut his eyes and recited the speech he knew so well. ‘If you don’t     have these rabbits, the monkey, the parakeets, everything, out by sundown, it’s the Black Maria     for you.’
Mr Pietro nodded with each word, smiling, alert. ‘What have I done? Have I     murdered a man? Have I kicked a child? Have I stolen a watch? Have I foreclosed a mortgage? Have I bombed a city? Have I fired a gun? Have I told a lie? Have     I cheated a customer? Have I turned from the Good Lord? Have I taken a bribe? Have I peddled     dope? Do I sell innocent women?’
‘No, of course not.’
‘Tell me, then, what have I done? Point to it, lay a hand on it. My dogs,     these are evil, eh? These birds, their song is dreadful, eh? My phonograph–I suppose that’s     bad, too, eh? All right, put me in jail, throw away the key. You will not separate us.’
The music rose to a great crescendo. He sang along with it:
Tiffa-nee! Hear my plea!
 
Can’t you smile; sit awhile, be my friend?
The dogs leaped about, barking.
Mr Tiffany drove away in his car.
Pietro felt a pain in his chest. Still grinning, he stopped dancing. The     geese rushed in and pecked gently at his shoes as he stood, bent down, holding his chest.
 
At lunchtime, Pietro opened a quart of homemade Hungarian goulash and     refreshed himself. He paused and touched his chest, but the familiar pain had vanished.     Finishing his meal, he went to gaze over the high wooden fence in the backyard.
There she was! There was Mrs Gutierrez, very fat, and as loud as a jukebox, talking to her neighbors on the other side of the lot.
‘Lovely lady!’ called Mr Massinello Pietro. ‘Tonight I go to jail! Your war     is fought and won. I give you my saber, my heart, my soul!’
Mrs Gutierrez came ponderously across the dirt yard. ‘What?’ she said, as if     she couldn’t see or hear him.
‘You told the police, the police toldme, and I     laughed!’ His hand flirted on the air, two fingers wiggling. ‘I hope you will be happy!’
‘I didn’t call no police!’ she said indignantly.
‘Ah, Mrs Gutierrez, I will write a song for you!’
‘All of them other people must’ve called in,’ she insisted.
‘And when I leave today for jail, I’ll have a present for you.’ He bowed.
‘I tell you it wasn’t me!’ she cried. ‘You and your mealy mouth!’
‘I compliment you,’ he said sincerely. ‘You are a civic-minded citizen. All     filth, all noise, all odd things must go.’
‘You, you!’ she shouted. ‘Oh,you!’ She had no more     words.
‘I dance for you!’ he sang, and waltzed into the house.
 
In the late afternoon he put on his red silk bandanna and the huge gold     earrings and the red sash and the blue vest with the golden piping. He put on his buckle shoes and tight knee breeches. ‘Come along! One last walk, eh?’ he     told his dogs, and out of the shop they went, Pietro carrying the portable phonograph under his     arm, wincing with the weight of it, for his stomach and body had been sick for some time and     there was something wrong; he couldn’t lift things very easily. The dogs padded on either side     of him, the parakeets shrieked wildly on his shoulder. The sun was low, the air cool and     settled. He looked at everything as if it was new. He said good evening to everyone, he waved,     he saluted.
In a hamburger stand he set the phonograph whirling and scratching out the     song on top of a stool. People turned to watch as he dived into the song and came up shining     with laughter. He snapped his fingers, dipped his legs, whistled sweetly, eyes closed, as the     symphony orchestra soared through Strauss. He made the dogs stand in a row while he danced. He     made the parakeets tumble on the floor. He caught the spinning, flashing dimes from the     startled but responsive audience.
‘Get the hell out!’ said the hamburger man. ‘What in hell you think this is,     the opera?’
‘Thank you, good friends!’ Dogs, music, parakeets, Pietro ran into the night,     bells chiming softly.
On a street corner he sang to the sky, to the new stars, and the October     moon. A night wind arose. Faces watched smiling from the shadows. Again Pietro winked, smiled,     whistled, whirled.
For charity, the       poor!
 
Ah sweet, ah demure!
And he saw all the faces, the looking faces. And he saw the silent houses,     with their silent people. And, in his singing, he wondered why he was the last one singing in     the world. Why did no one else dance, open mouths, wink, strut, flourish? Why was the world a     silent world, silent housed, silent faced? Why were all the people watching people instead of     dancing people? Why were they all spectators and only he the performer? What had they forgotten     that he always and always remembered? Their houses, small and locked and silent, soundless. His     house, his Manger, his shop, different! Filled with squeaks and stirs and mutters of bird     sound, filled with feather whisper and murmurings of pad and fur and the sound that animal     eyelids make blinking in the dark. His house, ablaze with votive candles and pictures of     rising–flying–saints, the glint of medallions. His phonograph circling at midnight, two, three,     four in the morning, himself singing, mouth wide, heart open, eyes tight, world shut out;     nothing but sound. And here he was now among the houses that locked at nine, slept at ten,     wakened only from long silenced hours of slumber in the morn. People in houses, lacking only     black wreaths on door fronts.
Sometimes, when he ran by, people remembered for a moment. Sometimes they     squeaked a note or two, or tapped their feet, self-consciously,     but most of the time the only motion they made to the music was to reach in their pockets for a     dime.
Once, thought Pietro, once I had many dimes, many dollars, much land, many     houses. And it all went away, and I wept myself into a statue. For a long time I couldn’t move.     They killed me dead, taking away and taking away. And I thought, I won’t ever let anyone kill     me again. But how? What do I have that I can let people take away without hurting? What can I     give that I still keep?
And the answer was, of course, his talent.
My talent! thought Pietro. The more you give away, the better it is, the more     you have. Those with talent must mind the world.
He glanced around. The world was full of statues much like he had been once.     So many could move no longer, knew no way to even begin to move again in any direction, back,     forth, up, down, for life had stung and bit and stunned and beat them to marble silence. So     then, if they could not move, someone must move for them. You, Pietro, he thought, must move.     And besides, in moving, you don’t look back at what you were or what happened to you or the     statue you became. So keep running and keep so busy you can make up for all those with good     feet who have forgotten how to run. Run among the self-monuments with bread and flowers. Maybe     they will move enough to stoop, touch the flowers, put bread in their dry mouths. And if you     shout and sing, they may even talk again someday, and someday     fill out the rest of the song with you. Hey! you cry and La! you sing, and dance, and in     dancing perhaps their toes may crack and knuckle and bunch and then tap and tremble and someday     a long time after, alone in their rooms, because you danced they will dance by themselves in     the mirror of their own souls. For remember, once you were chipped out of ice and stone like     them, fit for display in a fish-grotto window. But then you shouted and sang at your insides     and one of your eyes blinked! Then the other! Then you sighed in a breath and exhaled a great     cry of Life! and trembled a finger and shuffled a foot and bounded back into the explosion of     life!
Since then, have you ever stopped running?
Never.
Now he ran into a tenement and left white bottles of milk by strange doors.     Outside, by a blind beggar on the hurrying street, he carefully placed a folded dollar bill     into the lifted cup so quietly that not even the antennae fingers of the old man sensed the     tribute. Pietro ran on, thinking, Wine in the cup and he doesn’tknow…ha!…but, later, he will drink! And running with his dogs and birds     flickering, fluttering his shoulders, bells chiming on his shirt, he put flowers by old Widow     Villanazul’s door, and in the street again paused by the warm bakery window.
The woman who owned the bakery saw him, waved, and stepped out the door with a hot doughnut in her hand.
‘Friend,’ she said, ‘I wish I had your pep.’
‘Madam,’ he confessed, biting into the doughnut, nodding his thanks, ‘only     mind over matter allows me to sing!’ He kissed her hand. ‘Farewell.’ He cocked his alpine hat,     did one more dance, and suddenly fell down.
 
‘You should spend a day or two in the hospital.’
‘No, I’m conscious; and you can’t put me in the hospital unless I say so,’     said Pietro. ‘I have to get home. People are waiting for me.’
‘Okay,’ said the intern.
Pietro took his newspaper clippings from his pocket. ‘Look at these. Pictures     of me in court, with my pets. Are my dogs here?’ he cried in sudden concern, looking wildly     about.
‘Yes.’
The dogs rustled and whined under the cot. The parakeets pecked at the intern     every time his hand wandered over Pietro’s chest.
The intern read the news clippings. ‘Hey, that’s all right.’
‘I sang for thejudge, they couldn’t stop me!’ said     Pietro, eyes closed, enjoying the ride, the hum, the rush. His head joggled softly. The sweat     ran on his face, erasing the makeup, making the lampblack run in wriggles from his eyebrows and     temples, showing the white hair underneath. His bright cheeks     drained in rivulets away, leaving paleness. The intern swabbed pink color off with cotton.
‘Herewe are!’ called the driver.
‘What time is it?’ As the ambulance stopped and the back doors flipped wide,     Pietro took the intern’s wrist to peer at the gold watch. ‘Five-thirty! I haven’t much time;     they’ll be here!’
‘Take it easy, you all right?’ The intern balanced him on the oily street in     front of the Manger.
‘Fine, fine,’ said Pietro, winking. He pinched the intern’s arm. ‘Thank     you.’
With the ambulance gone, he unlocked the Manger and the warm animal smells     mingled around him. Other dogs, all wool, bounded to lick him. The geese waddled in, pecked     bitterly at his ankles until he did a dance of pain, waddled out, honking like pressed     horn-bulbs.
He glanced at the empty street. Any minute, yes, any minute. He took the     lovebirds from their perches. Outside, in the darkened yard, he called over the fence, ‘Mrs     Gutierrez!’ When she loomed in the moonlight, he placed the lovebirds in her fat hands. ‘For     you, Mrs Gutierrez!’
‘What?’ She squinted at the things in her hands, turning them. ‘What?’
‘Take good care of them!’ he said. ‘Feed them and they will sing for     you!’
‘What can I do with these?’ she wondered, looking at the sky, at him, at the birds. ‘Oh, please.’ She was helpless.
He patted her arm. ‘I know you will be good to them.’
The back door to the Manger slammed.
In the following hour he gave one of the geese to Mr Gomez, one to Felipe     Diaz, a third to Mrs Florianna. A parrot he gave to Mr Brown, the grocer up the street. And the     dogs, separately, and in sorrow, he put into the hands of passing children.
At seven-thirty a car cruised around the block twice before stopping. Mr     Tiffany finally came to the door and looked in. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I see you’re getting rid of     them. Half of them gone, eh? I’ll give you another hour, since you’re cooperating. That’s the     boy.’
‘No,’ said Mr Pietro, standing there, looking at the empty crates. ‘I will     give no more away.’
‘Oh, but look here,’ said Tiffany. ‘You don’t want to go to jail for these     few remaining. Let my boys take these out for you—’
‘Lock me up!’ said Pietro. ‘I am ready!’
He reached down and took the portable phonograph and put it under his arm. He     checked his face in a cracked mirror. The lampblack was reapplied, his white hair gone. The     mirror floated in space, hot, misshapen. He was beginning to drift, his feet hardly touched the     floor. He was feverish, his tongue thick. He heard himself saying, ‘Let us go.’
Tiffany stood with his open hands out, as if to prevent Pietro from going anywhere. Pietro stooped down, swaying. The last slick brown     dachshund coiled into his arm, like a little soft tire, pink tongue licking.
‘You can’t take that dog,’ said Tiffany, incredulous.
‘Just to the station, just for the ride?’ asked Pietro. He was tired now;     tiredness was in each finger, each limb, in his body, in his head.
‘All right,’ said Tiffany. ‘God, you make things tough.’
Pietro moved out of the shop, dog and phonograph under either arm. Tiffany     took the key from Pietro. ‘We’ll clean out the animals later,’ he said.
‘Thanks,’ said Pietro, ‘for not doing it while I’m here.’
‘Ah, for God’s sake,’ said Tiffany.
Everyone was on the street, watching. Pietro shook his dog at them, like a     man who has just won a battle and is holding up clenched hands in victory.
‘Good-bye, good-bye! I don’t know where I’m going but I’m on my way! This is     a very sick man. But I’ll be back! Here I go!’ He laughed, and waved.
They climbed into the police car. He held the dog to one side, the phonograph     on his lap. He cranked it and started it. The phonograph was playing ‘Tales from the Vienna     Woods’ as the car drove away.
 
On either side of the Manger that night it was quiet at one A.M. and it was     quiet at two A.M. and it was quiet at three A.M. and it was such aloudquietness at four A.M. that everyone blinked, sat up in bed, andlistened
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The Meadow
A wall collapses, followed by another and another; with dull thunder, city falls into ruin.
The night wind blows.
The world lies silent.
London was torn down during the day. Port Said was destroyed. The nails were pulled out of San Francisco. Glasgow is no more.
They are gone, forever.
Boards clatter softly in the wind, sand whines and trickles in small storms upon the still air.
Along the road toward the colorless ruins comes the old night watchman to unlock the gate in the high barbed-wire fence and stand looking in.
There in the moonlight lie Alexandria and Moscow and New York. There in the moonlight lie Johannesburg and Dublin and Stockholm. And Clearwater, Kansas, and Provincetown, and Rio de Janeiro.
Just this afternoon the old man saw it happen, saw the car roaring outside the barbed-wire fence, saw the lean, sun-tanned men in that car, the men with their luxurious charcoal-flannel suits, and winking gold-mask cuff links, and their burning-gold wristwatches, and eyeblinding rings, lighting their cork-tipped cigarettes with engraved lighters.…
‘There it is, gentlemen. What a mess. Look what the weather’s done to it.’
‘Yes, sir, it’s bad, Mr Douglas!’
‘We justmightsave Paris.’
‘Yes,sir!’
‘But, hell! The rain’s warped it. That’s Hollywood for you! Tear it down! Clear it out! We can use that land. Send a wrecking crew in today!’
‘Yes,sir, Mr Douglas!’
The car roaring off and gone away.
And now it is night. And the old night watchman stands inside the gate.
He remembers what happened this same still afternoon when the wreckers came.
A hammering, ripping, clattering; a collapse and a roar. Dust and thunder, thunder and dust!
And the whole of the entire world shook loose its nails and lath and plaster and sill and celluloid window as town after town following town banged over flat and lay still.
A shuddering, a thunder fading away, and then, once more, only the quiet wind.
The night watchman now walks slowly forward along the empty streets.
And one moment he is in Baghdad, and beggars loll in wondrous filth, and women with clear sapphire eyes give veiled smiles from high thin windows.
The wind blows sand and confetti.
The women and beggars vanish.
And it is all strutworks again, it is all papier-mâché and oil-painted canvas and props lettered with the name of this studio, and there is nothing behind any of the building fronts but night and space and stars.
The old man pulls a hammer and a few long nails from his tool chest; he peers around in the junk until he finds a dozen good strong boards and some untorn canvas. And he takes the bright steel nails in his blunt fingers, and they are single-headed nails.
And he begins to put London back together again, hammering and hammering, board by board, wall by wall, window by window, hammering, hammering, louder, louder, steel on steel, steel in wood, wood against sky, working the hours toward midnight, with no end to his striking and fixing and striking again.
‘Hey there,you!’
The old man pauses.
‘You, nightwatchman!’
Out of the shadows hurries a stranger in overalls, calling:
‘Hey, what’s-your-name!’
The old man turns. ‘The name’s Smith.’
‘Okay, Smith, what in hell’s the idea!’
The watchman eyes the stranger quietly. ‘Who areyou?’
‘Kelly, foreman of the wrecking gang.’
The old man nods. ‘Ah. The ones who tear everything down. You’ve done plenty today. Why aren’t you home bragging about it?’
Kelly hawks and spits. ‘There was some machinery over on the Singapore set I had to check.’ He wipes his mouth.…‘Now, Smith, what in Christ’s name you think you’re doing? Drop that hammer. You’re building it all up again! We tear it down and you put it up. You crazy?’
The old man nods. ‘Maybe I am. But somebody has to put it up again.’
‘Look, Smith. I domywork, you do yours, everyone’s happy. But I can’t have you messing, see? I’m turning you in to Mr Douglas.’
The old man goes on with his hammering. ‘Call him up. Send him around. I want to talk to him.He’sthe crazy one.’
Kelly laughs. ‘You kidding? Douglas don’t see nobody.’ He jerks his hand, then bends to examine Smith’s newly finished work. ‘Hey, wait a minute! Whatkindof nails you using? Single-heads! Now,cut that! It’ll be hell to pay tomorrow, trying to pull ’em out!’
Smith turns his head and looks for a moment at the other man swaying there. ‘Well, it stands to reason you can’t put the world together with double-headed nails. They’re too easy to yank out. You got to use singleheaded nails and hammer ’em way in. Likethis!’
He gives a steel nail one tremendous blow that buries it completely in the wood.
Kelly works his hands on his hips. ‘I’ll give you one more chance. Quit putting things back together and I’ll play ball with you.’
‘Young man,’ says the night watchman, and keeps on hammering while he talks, and thinks about it, and talks some more, ‘I was here long before you were born. I was here when allthiswas only a meadow. And there was a wind set the meadow running in waves. For more than thirty years I watched it grow, until it was all of the world together. I lived herewithit. I lived nice. This is therealworld to me now. That world out there, beyond the fence, is where I spend time sleeping. I got a little room on a little street, and I see headlines and read about wars and strange, bad people. But here? Here I have the whole world together and it’s all peace. I been walking through the cities ofthisworld since 1920. Any night I feel like it, I have a one-o’clock snack at a bar on the Champs Élysées! I can get me some fine amontillado sherry at a sidewalk café in Madrid, if I want. Or else me and the stone gargoyles, high up there – youseethem, on top Notre Dame? – we can turn over great state matters and reach big political decisions!’
‘Yeah, Pop, sure.’ Kelly waves impatiently.
‘And now you come and kick it down and leave only that world out there which hasn’t learned thefirst thingabout peace that I know from seeing this land here inside the barbed wire. And so you come and rip it up and there’s no peace anymore, anywhere. You and your wreckers so proud of your wrecking. Pulling down towns and cities and whole lands!’
‘A guy’s got to live,’ says Kelly. ‘I got a wife and kids.’
‘That’s what they all say. They got wives and kids. And they go on, pulling apart, tearing down, killing. They hadorders! Somebodytoldthem. Theyhadto do it!’
‘Shut up and gimme that hammer!’
‘Don’t come any closer!’
‘Why, you crazy old—’
‘This hammer’s good for more than nails!’ The old man whistles the hammer through the air; the wrecker jumps back.
‘Hell,’ says Kelly, ‘you’re insane! I’m putting a call through to the main studio; we’ll get some cops here quick. My God, one minute you’re building things up and talking crazy, but how do I know two minutes from now you won’t run wild and start pouring kerosene and lighting matches!’
‘I wouldn’t harm the smallest piece of kindling in this place, and you know it,’ says the old man.
‘Might burn the whole goddam place down, hell,’ says Kelly. ‘Listen, old man, you just wait rightthere!’
The wrecker spins about and runs off into the villages and the ruined cities and the sleeping two-dimensional towns of this night world, and after his footsteps fade there is a music that the wind plays on the long silver barbed wires of the fence, and the old man hammering and hammering and selecting long boards and rearing walls until a time finally comes when his mouth is gasping, his heart is exploding; the hammer drops from his open fingers, steel nails tinkle like coins on the pavement, and the old man cries out to himself alone:
‘It’s no use, no use. I can’t put it all back up before they come. I need so very much help I don’t know what to do.’
The old man leaves his hammer lying on the road and begins to walk with no direction, with no purpose, it seems, save that he is thinking to make one last round and take one last look at everything and say goodbye to whatever there is or was in this world to say good-bye to. And so he walks with the shadows all around and the shadows all through this land where time has grown late indeed, and the shadows are of all kinds and types and sizes, shadows of buildings, and shadows of people. And he doesn’t look straightatthem, no, because if he looked at them straight, they would all blow away. No, he just walks, down the middle of Piccadilly Circus … the echo of his steps … or the Rue de la Paix … the sound of him clearing his throat … or Fifth Avenue … and he doesn’t look right or left. And all around him, in dark doorways and empty windows, are his many friends, his good friends, hisverygood friends. Far away there are the hiss and steam and soft whispering of acaffè espressomachine, all silver and chrome, and soft Italian singing … the flutter of hands in darkness over the open mouths of balalaikas, the rustle of palm trees, a touching of drums with the chimes chiming and small bells belling, and a sound of summer apples dropped in soft night grass which are not apples at all but the motion of women’s bared feet slowly dancing a circle to the chimes’ faint chiming and the belling of the tiny golden bells. There is the munch of maize kernels crushed on black volcanic stone, the sizzle of tortillas drowned in hot fat, the whisk of charcoals tossing up a thousand fireflies of spark at the blowing of a mouth and the wave of a papaya frond; everywhere faces and forms, everywhere stirs and gestures and ghost fires which float the magical torch-colored faces of Spanish gypsies in air as on a fiery water, the mouths crying out the songs that tell of the oddness and the strangeness and the sadness of living. Everywhere shadows and people, everywhere people and shadows and singing to music.
Just that very trite thing – the wind?
No. The people are all here. They have been here for many years. And tomorrow?
The old man stops, presses his hands to his chest.
They will not be here anymore.
A horn blows!
Outside the barbed-wire gate – the enemy! Outside the gate a small black police car and a large black limousine from the studio itself, three miles away.
The horn blares!
The old man seizes the rungs of a ladder and climbs, the sound of the horn pushing him higher and higher. The gate crashes wide; the enemy roars in.
‘There he goes!’
The glaring lights of the police shine in upon the cities of the meadow; the lights reveal the stark canvas set-pieces of Manhattan, Chicago, and Chungking! The light glitters on the imitation stone towers of Notre Dame Cathedral, fixes on a tiny figure balancing on the catwalks of Notre Dame, climbing and climbing up where the night and the stars are turning slowly by.
‘There he is, Mr Douglas, at the top!’
‘Good God. It’s getting so a man can’t spend an evening at a quiet party without—’
‘He’s striking a match! Call the fire department!’
On top of Notre Dame, the night watchman, looking down, shielding the match from the softly blowing wind, sees the police, the workmen, and the producer in a dark suit, a big man, gazing up at him. Then the night watchman slowly turns the match, cupping it, applies it to the tip of his cigar. He lights the cigar in slow puffs.
He calls: ‘Is Mr Douglas down there?’
A voice calls back: ‘What do you want with me?’
The old man smiles. ‘Come up, alone! Bring a gun if you want! I just want a little talk!’
The voices echo in the vast churchyard:
‘Don’tdoit, Mr Douglas!’
‘Give me your gun. Let’s get thisoverwith so I can get back to the party. Keep me covered, I’ll play it safe. I don’t want these sets burned. There’s two million dollars in lumber alone here.Ready?I’m on my way.’
The producer climbs high on the night ladders, up through the half shell of Notre Dame to where the old man leans against a plaster gargoyle, quietly smoking a cigar. The producer stops, gun pointed, half through an open trapdoor.
‘All right, Smith. Stay where you are.’
Smith removes the cigar from his mouth quietly. ‘Don’t you be afraid of me. I’m all right.’
‘I wouldn’t bet money on that.’
‘Mr Douglas,’ says the night watchman, ‘did you ever read that story about the man who traveled to the future and found everyone there insane?Everyone. But since they were all insane they didn’tknowthey were insane. They all acted alike and so they thought themselves normal. And since our hero was the only sane one among them, he was abnormal; therefore,hewas the insane one. Tothem, at least. Yes, Mr Douglas, insanity is relative. It depends on who has who locked in what cage.’
The producer swears under his breath. ‘I didn’t climb up here to talk all night. What do you want?’
‘I want to talk with the Creator. That’s you, Mr Douglas. You created all this. You came here one day and struck the earth with a magical checkbook and cried, “Let there be Paris!” And therewasParis: streets, bistros, flowers, wine, outdoor bookshops and all. And you clapped your hands again: “Let there be Constantinople!” And thereitwas! You clapped your hands a thousand times, and each time made something new, and now you think just by clapping your hands onelasttime you can drop it all down in ruins. But, Mr Douglas, it’s not as easy as that!’
‘I own fifty-one percent of the stock in this studio!’
‘But did the studio ever belong to you, really? Did you ever think to drive here late some night and climb up on this cathedral and see what awonderfulworld you created? Did you ever wonder if it might not be a good idea for you to sit up here with me and my friends and have a cup of amontillado sherry with us? All right – so the amontillado smells and looks and tastes like coffee. Imagination, Mr Creator, imagination. But no, you never came around, you never climbed up, you never looked or listened or cared. There was always a party somewhere else. And now, very late, without asking us, you want to destroy it all. You may own fifty-one percent of the studio stock, but you don’t ownthem.’
‘Them!’ cries the producer. ‘What’s all this business about “them”?’
‘It’s hard to put in words. The people wholivehere.’ The night watchman moves his hand in the empty air toward the half-cities and the night. ‘So many films were made here in all the long years. Extras moved in the streets in costumes, they talked a thousand tongues, they smoked cigarettes and meerschaums and Persian hookahs, even. Dancing girls danced. Theyglittered, oh, how they glittered! Women with veils smiled down from high balconies. Soldiers marched. Children played. Knights in silver armor fought. There were orange-tea shops. People sipped tea in them and dropped theirh’s. Gongs were beaten. Viking ships sailed the inland seas.’
The producer lifts himself up through the trapdoor and sits on the plankings, the gun cradled more easily in his hand. He seems to be looking at the old man first with one eye, then the other, listening to him with one ear, then the other, shaking his head a little to himself.
The night watchman continues:
‘And somehow, after the extras and the men with the cameras and microphones and all the equipment walked away and the gates were shut and they drove off in big cars, somehow something of all those thousands of different people remained. The things they had been, orpretendedto be, stayed on. The foreign languages, the costumes, the things they did, the things they thought about, their religions and their music, all those little things and big things stayed on. The sights of far places. The smells. The salt wind. The sea. It’s all here tonight if youlisten.’
The producer listens and the old man listens in the drafty strutworks of the cathedral, with the moonlight blinding the eyes of the plaster gargoyles and the wind making the false stone mouths to whisper, and the sound of a thousand lands within a land below blowing and dusting and leaning in that wind, a thousand yellow minarets and milk-white towers and green avenues yet untouched among the hundred new ruins, and all of it murmuring its wires and lathings like a great steel-and-wooden harp touched in the night, and the wind bringing that self-made sound high up here in the sky to these two men who stand listening and apart.
The producer laughs shortly and shakes his head.
‘Youheard,’ says the night watchman. ‘Youdidhear, didn’t you? I see it in your face.’
Douglas shoves the gun in his coat pocket. ‘Anything you listen for you can hear. I made the mistake of listening. You should have been a writer. You could throw six of my best ones out of work. Well, what about it – are you ready to come down out of here now?’
‘You sound almost polite,’ says the night watchman.
‘Don’t know why I should. You ruined a good evening for me.’
‘Did I? It hasn’t been that bad, has it? A bit different, I should say. Stimulating, maybe.’
Douglas laughs quietly. ‘You’re not dangerous at all. You just need company. It’s your job and everything going to hell and you’re lonely. I can’t quite figure you, though.’
‘Don’t tell me I’ve got you thinking?’ asks the old man.
Douglas snorts. ‘After you’ve lived in Hollywood long enough, you meet all kinds. Besides, I’ve never been up here before. It’s a real view, like you say. But I’ll be damned if I can figure why you should worry about all this junk. What’s it to you?’
The night watchman gets down on one knee and taps one hand into the palm of the other, illustrating his points. ‘Look. As I said before, you came here years ago, clapped your hands, and three hundred cities jumped up! Then you added a half-thousand other nations, and states and peoples and religions and political setups inside the barbed-wire fence. And there was trouble! Oh, nothing you could see. It was all in the wind and the spaces between. But it was the same kind of trouble the world out there beyond the fence has – squabbles and riots and invisible wars. But at last the trouble died out. You want to know why?’
‘If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be sitting up here freezing.’
A little night music, please, thinks the old man, and moves his hand on the air like someone playing the proper and beautiful music to background all that he has to tell.…
‘Because you got Boston joined to Trinidad,’ he says softly, ‘part of Trinidad poking out of Lisbon, part of Lisbon leaning on Alexandria, Alexandria tacked onto Shanghai, and a lot of little pegs and nails between, like Chattanooga, Oshkosh, Oslo, Sweet Water, Soissons, Beirut, Bombay, and Port Arthur. You shoot a man in New York and he stumbles forward and drops dead in Athens. You take a political bribe in Chicago and somebody in London goes to jail. You hang a Negro man in Alabama and the people of Hungary have to bury him. The dead Jews of Poland clutter the streets of Sydney, Portland, and Tokyo. You push a knife into a man’s stomach in Berlin and it comes out the back of a farmer in Memphis. It’s all soclose, so veryclose. That’s why we have peace here. We’re all so crowded therehas got to be peace, or nothing would be left! One fire would destroy all of us, no matter who started it, for what reason. So all of the people, the memories, whatever you want to call them, that are here, have settled down, and this is their world, a good world, a fine world.’
The old man stops and licks his lips slowly and takes a breath. ‘And tomorrow,’ he says, ‘you’re going to stomp it down.’
The old man crouches there a moment longer, then gets to his feet and gazes out at the cities and the thousand shadows in those cities. The great plaster cathedral whines and sways in the night air, back and forth, rocking on the summer tides.
‘Well,’ says Douglas at last, ‘shall – shall we go down now?’
Smith nods. ‘I’ve had my say.’
Douglas vanishes, and the watchman listens to the younger man going down and down through the ladders and catwalks of the night. Then, after a reasonable hesitation, the old man takes hold of the ladder, breathes something to himself, and begins the long descent in shadow.
The studio police and the few workers and some minor executives all drive away. Only one large dark car waits outside the barbed-wire gate as the two men stand talking in the cities of the meadow.
‘What are you going to do now?’ asks Smith.
‘Go back to my party, I suppose,’ says the producer.
‘Will it be fun?’
‘Yes.’ The producer hesitates. ‘Sure, it’ll be fun!’ He glances at the night watchman’s right hand. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve found that hammer Kelly told me you were using? You going to start building again? You don’t give up, do you?’
‘Would you, if you were the last builder and everybody else was a wrecker?’
Douglas starts to walk with the old man. ‘Well, maybe I’ll see you again, Smith.’
‘No,’ says Smith, ‘I won’t be here. This all won’t be here. If you come back again, it’ll be too late.’
Douglas stops. ‘Hell, hell! What do you want me to do?’
‘A simple thing. Leave all this standing. Leave these cities up.’
‘I can’t do that! Damn it. Business reasons. It has to go.’
‘A man with a real nose for business and some imagination could think up a profitable reason for it to stay,’ says Smith.
‘My car’s waiting! How do I get out of here?’
The producer strikes off over a patch of rubble, cuts through half of a tumbled ruin, kicking boards aside, leaning for a moment on plaster façades and strutworks. Dust rains from the sky.
‘Watch out!’
The producer stumbles in a thunder of dust and avalanching brick; he gropes, he topples, he is seized upon by the old man and yanked forward.
‘Jump!’
They jump, and half the building slides to ruin, crashes into hills and mountains of old paper and lathing. A great bloom of dust strikes out upon the air.
‘You all right?’
‘Yes. Thanks. Thanks.’ The producer looks at the fallen building. The dust clears. ‘You probably saved my life.’
‘Hardly that. Most of those are papier-mâché bricks. You might have been cut and bruised a little.’
‘Nevertheless, thanks. What building was that that fell?’
‘Norman village tower, built in 1925. Don’t get near the rest of it; it might go down.’
‘I’ll be careful.’ The producer moves carefully in to stand by the setpiece. ‘Why – I could push this whole damn building over with one hand.’ He demonstrates; the building leans and quivers and groans. The producer steps quickly back. ‘I could knock it down in a second.’
‘But you wouldn’t want to do that,’ says the watchman.
‘Oh, wouldn’t I? What’s one French house more or less, this late in the day?’
The old man takes his arm. ‘Walk around here to the other side of the house.’
They walk to the other side.
‘Read that sign,’ says Smith.
The producer flicks his cigarette lighter, holds the fire up to help him squint, and reads:
‘“THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK MELLIN TOWN.”’ He pauses. ‘“ILLINOIS,”’ he says, very slowly.
The building stands there in the sharp light of the stars and the bland light of the moon.
‘On one side’ – Douglas balances his hands like a scales – ‘a French tower. On the other side—’ He walks seven steps to the right, seven steps to the left, peering. ‘“THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK.” Bank. Tower. Tower. Bank. Well, I’ll bedamned.’
Smith smiles and says, ‘Still want to push the French tower down, Mr Douglas?’
‘Wait a minute, wait a minute, hold on, hold on,’ says Douglas, and suddenly begins to see the buildings that stand before him. He turns in a slow circle; his eyes move up and down and across and over; his eyes flick here, flick there, see this, see that, examine, file, put away, and re-examine. He begins to walk in silence. They move in the cities of the meadow, over grasses and wild flowers, up to and into and through ruins and half-ruins and up to and into and through complete avenues and villages and towns.
They begin a recital which goes on and on as they walk, Douglas asking, the night watchman answering, Douglas asking, the night watchman answering.
‘What’s this over here?’
‘A Buddhist temple.’
‘And on the other side of it?’
‘The log cabin where Lincoln was born.’
‘And here?’
‘St. Patrick’s church, New York.’
‘And on the reverse?’
‘A Russian Orthodox church in Rostov!’
‘What’sthis?’
‘The door of a castle on the Rhine!’
‘Andinside?’
‘A Kansas City soda fountain!’
‘And here? And here? And overthere? And what’sthat?’ asks Douglas. ‘What’s this!? What about that one!? And overthere?’
It seems as if they are running and rushing and yelling all through the cities, here, there, everywhere, up, down, in, out, climbing, descending, poking, stirring, opening-shutting doors.
‘And this, and this, and this, andthis?’
The night watchman tells all there is to tell.
Their shadows run ahead in narrow alleys, and avenues as broad as rivers made of stone and sand.
They make a great talking circle; they hurry all around and back to where they started.
They are quiet again. The old man is quiet from having said what there was to say, and the producer is quiet from listening and remembering and fitting it all together in his mind. He stands, absentmindedly fumbling for his cigarette case. It takes him a full minute to open it, examining every action, thinking about it, and to offer the case to the watchman.
‘Thanks.’
They light up thoughtfully. They puff on their cigarettes and watch the smoke blow away.
Douglas says, ‘Where’s that damned hammer of yours?’
‘Here,’ says Smith.
‘You got your nails with you?’
‘Yes, sir.’
Douglas takes a deep drag on his cigarette and exhales. ‘Okay, Smith, get to work.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me. Nail what you can back up, in your own time. Most of the stuff that’s already torn down is a complete loss. But any bits and pieces that fit and will look decent, put ’em together. Thank God there’s a lot still standing. It took me a long time to get it through my head. A man with a nose for business and some imagination, you said. Thatisthe world, you said. I should have seen it years ago. Here it all is inside the fence, and me too blind to see what could be done with it. The World Federation in my own back yard and me kicking it over. So help me God, we need more crazy people and night watchmen.’
‘You know,’ says the night watchman, ‘I’m getting old and I’m getting strange. You wouldn’t be fooling an old and strange man, would you?’
‘I’ll make no promises I can’t keep,’ says the producer. ‘I’ll only promise to try. There’s a good chance we can go ahead. It would make a beautiful film, there’s no doubt of that. We could make it all here, inside the fence, photograph it ten ways from Christmas. There’s no doubt about a story, either. You provided it. It’s yours. It wouldn’t be hard to put some writers to work on it. Good writers. Perhaps only a short subject, twenty minutes, but we could show all the cities and countries here, leaning on and holding each other up. Ilikethe idea. I like it very much, believe me. We could show a film like that to anyone anywhere in the world and they’d like it. They couldn’t pass it up, it would be too important.’
‘It’s good to hear you talk this way.’
‘I hope I keep on talking this way,’ says the producer. ‘I can’t be trusted. I don’t trust myself. Hell, I get excited, up one day, down the next. Maybe you’ll have to hit me on the head with that hammer to keep me going.’
‘I’d be pleased,’ says Smith.
‘Andifwe do the film,’ says the younger man, ‘I suppose you could help. You know the sets, probably better than anyone. Any suggestions you might want to make, we’d be glad to have. Then, after we do the film, I suppose you won’t mind letting us tear the rest of the world down, right?’
‘I’d give my permission,’ says the watchman.
‘Well, I’ll call off the hounds for a few days and see what happens. Send out a camera crew tomorrow to see what we can line up for shots. Send out some writers. Maybe you canallgab. Hell, hell. We’ll work it out.’ Douglas turns toward the gate. ‘In the meantime, use your hammer all you want. I’ll be seeing you. My God, I’mfreezing!’
They hurry toward the gate. On the way, the old man finds his lunch box where he abandoned it some hours ago. He picks it up, takes out the thermos, and shakes it. ‘How about a drink before you go?’
‘What’ve you got? Some of that amontillado you were yelling about?’
‘1876.’
‘Let’s have some of that, sure.’
The thermos is opened and the liquid poured steaming from it into the cup.
‘There you are,’ says the old man.
‘Thanks. Here’s to you.’ The producer drinks. ‘That’s good. Ah, that’s damned good!’
‘It might taste like coffee, but I tell you it’s the finest amontillado ever put under a cork.’
‘You can saythatagain.’
The two of them stand among the cities of the world in the moonlight, drinking the hot drink, and the old man remembers something: ‘There’s an old song fits here, a drinking song, I think, a song that all of us who live inside the fence sing, when we’re of a mind, when I listen right, and the wind’s just right in the telephone wires. It goes like this:
‘We all go the same way home,
All the same collection, in the same direction,
All go the same way home.
So there’s no need to part at all,
And we’ll all cling together like the ivy on the old garden wall …’
They finish drinking the coffee in the middle of Port-au-Prince.
‘Hey!’ says the producer suddenly. ‘Take it easy with that cigarette! You want to burn down the whole darnworld?’
They both look at the cigarette and smile.
‘I’ll be careful,’ says Smith.
‘So long,’ says the producer. ‘I’mreallylate for that party.’
‘So long, Mr Douglas.’
The gate hasp clicks open and shut, the footsteps die away, the limousine starts up and drives off in the moonlight, leaving behind the cities of the world and an old man standing in the middle of these cities of the world raising his hand to wave.
‘So long,’ says the night watchman.
And then there is only the wind.
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The Mirror
Lord, there must be a thousand ways to tell of these two ladies. When they were girls, in yellow dresses, they could stand and comb their hair looking at each other. If life was a great Swiss clock, then these were the sprightliest cuckoos thateverjumped out of two doors at once, announcing the exact same time, each of them, not a second lost between. They blinked as if one cord was pulled by a great magician hidden behind the scenes. They wore the same shoes, tilted their heads in the same direction, and trailed their hands like white ribbons on the air as they floated by. Two bottles of cool milk, two new Lincoln pennies were never more the same. Whenever they entered the school proms the dancers halted as if someone had suddenly removed all of the air from the ballroom; everyone gasped.
"The twins," everyone said. Not a name was mentioned. What matter if their name was Wycherly; the parts were interchangeable, you didn't love one, you loved a corporative enterprise. The twins, the twins, how they floated down the great river of years, like two daisies tossed upon the waters.
"They'll marry the kings of the world," people said.
But they sat upon their porch for twenty years, they were as much a part of the park as the swans, you saw their faces uplifted and thrust forward like winter ghosts in the dark night of the film theater.
Oh, once there'd been men, or a man in their life. The word "life" is suggested because a plural noun would not do justice to their oneness. A man had tipped his hat to them here or there, only to have the hat returned to him as he was floated to the door. "Twins is what we're looking for!" you could hear the older sister saying across the twilight lawns. "We've two of everything in the house, beds, shoes, sun-chairs, dark glasses; and now how wonderful if we could find twins like ourselves, for only twins would understand what it is to be an individual and a mirror reflection—"
The older sister. Born nine minutes before the younger, and the divine right of elegant queens in her veins. "Sister do this, sister do that, sister do the other thing!"
"I'm the mirror," said Julia, the youngest, at the age of twenty-nine. "Oh, I've always known. Coral, everything went to her, the sense, the tongue, the mind, the coloring … "
"Alike as two vanilla cones, both of you."
"No, you don't see what I see. My pores are larger and my skin redder and my elbows are rough. Coral says sandpaper is talcum by comparison. No, she's the person, and I only stand here and act out what she is and what she does, like a mirror, but always knowing I'm not real, I'm only so many waves of light, an optical illusion. Anyone who hit me with a rock would have seven years bad luck."
"Both of you will be married come spring, no doubt, no doubtofit!"
"Coral maybe, not me. I'll just go along to talk evenings when Coral has a headache and make the tea, that's a natural-born gift I have, making tea."
In 1934 there was a man, the town remembers, and not with Coral at all, but with the younger Julia.
"It was like a siren, the night Julia brought her young man home. I thought the tannery had gone down in flames. Came out on my front porch half-dressed with shock. And there was Coral on the front porch making a spell on the young man across half the lawn, and asking the earth to swallow her, and Julia hidden inside the screen door, and the young man just standing there with his hat on the wet grass. The next morning I saw Julia sneak out and grab it and run in. After that, didn't see the twins for, well, a week, and after that, there they were, sailing like boats again, down the sidewalk, the two of them, but after that I always knew which was Julia—yes, you could tell every year after that which was Julia by looking in her face."
Only last week they turned forty, the old and the young Wycherly. There must have been something about that day which broke a harp-thread so quick and so loud you could hear the clear sound of it across town.
On that morning, Julia Wycherly awoke and did not comb her hair. At breakfast the oldest one looked in her faithful mirror and said, "What's the matter with your comb?"
"Comb?"
"Your hair, your hair, it's a bird's nest." The older put her delicate porcelain hands to her own coiffure which was like gold spun and molded to her regal head, not a plait ajar, not a strand afloat, not so much as a fleck of lint or a fragment of microscopic flesh in sight. She was so clean she smelled of alcohol burning in a brass bowl. "Here, let me fix it." But Julia rose and left the room.
That afternoon another thread broke.
Julia went downtown alone.
People on the street did not recognize her. After all, you do not recognize one of a pair when for forty years you've seen only the two, like a couple of dainty shoes promenading in the downtown store-window reflections. People everywhere gave that little move of the head which meant they expected to shift their gaze from one image to its painstaking duplicate.
"Who's there?" asked the druggist, as if he'd been wakened at midnight and was peering out the door. "I mean, is that you, Coral, or Julia? Is Julia or Coral sick, Julia? I mean—damn it!" He talked in a loud voice as if a phone connection was giving him trouble. "Well?"
"This is—" The younger twin had to stop and feel herself, and see herself in the gleaming side of the apothecary vat which held green mint-colored juice in it. "This is Julia," she said, as if returning the call. "And I want, I want—"
"Is Coral dead, my God, how horrible, how terrible!" cried the druggist. "You poor child!"
"Oh, no, she's home. I want, I want—" She moistened her lips and put out a hand like vapor on the air. "I want some red tint for my hair, the color of carrots or tomatoes, I guess, the color of wine, yes, wine; I think I'd like that better. Wine."
"Two packages, of course."
"What, what?"
"Two packages of tint. One for each of you?"
Julia looked as if she might fly off, so much milkweed, and then she said, "No. Only one package. It's for me. It's for Julia. It's for Julia all by herself."
"Julia!" screamed Coral at the front door as Julia came up the walk. "Where've you been? Running off, I thought you'd been killed by a car, or kidnapped or some horrible thing! Good God!" The older sister stopped and fell back against the side of the porch rail. "Your hair, your lovely golden hair, thirty-nine inches it was, one for every year almost, one for every year." She stared at the woman who waltzed and curtsied and turned on the front lawn sidewalk, her eyes closed. "Julia, Julia, Julia!" she shrieked.
"It's the color of wine," said Julia. "And oh my ithasgone to my head!"
"Julia, the sun, you went without your hat, and no lunch, you ate no lunch, it stands to reason. Here, let me help you in. We'll go to the bathroom and wash out that terrible color. A clown for the circus, that's what you are!"
"I'm Julia," said the younger sister. "I'm Julia, and look—" She snatched open a parcel she carried beneath her arm. She held up a dress as bright as the grass of summer, green to complement her hair, green like the trees and green like the eyes of every cat on back to the pharaohs.
"You know I can't wear green," said Coral. "Wasting our heritage money, buying dresses like that."
"One dress."
"One dress?"
"One, one, one," said Julia quietly, smiling. "One." She went in to put it on, standing in the hall. "And one pair of new shoes."
"With open toes! How ridiculous!"
"You can buy a pair just like them if you want."
"I willnot!"
"And a dress like this."
"Ha!"
"And now," said Julia, "it's time for tea, we're due at the Applemans', remember? Come along."
"You're not serious!"
"Tea is so nice, and it's a lovely day."
"Not until you rinse your hair!"
"No, no, and I might even let it grow out, in the next six months, all gray."
"Shh, the neighbors," cried Coral, then, lower: "Your hair's not gray."
"Yes, gray as a mouse, and I'll let it grow out, we've been coloring it for years."
"Only to bring out the natural highlights, the highlights!"
They went off to tea together.
 
Things went quickly after that: after one explosion, another, another, another, a string, a bunch of ladyfinger firecracker explosions. Julia bought floppy flowered hats, Julia wore perfume, Julia got fat, Julia turned gray, Julia went out alone nights, pulling on her gloves like a workman approaching a fascinating job at the foundry.
And Coral?
"I'm nervous," said Coral. "Nervous, nervous, nervous. Look at her stockings, all runs. Look at her smeared lipstick, and us always neat as pins, look at her cheeks, no powder over the freckles, and her hair all dirty snow; nervous, nervous, nervous, oh, I'm nervous.
"Julia," she said at last, "the time's come. I won't be seen with you anymore.
"Julia," she said, a month later, "I've got my bags packed. I've taken room and board at Mrs. Appleman's, where you can call me if you need me. Oh, you'll call, you'll come sniveling, alone, and it'll be a long night of talking to get me home."
And Coral sailed away like a great white skiff across the sea of summer afternoon.
There was a thundershower next week. The largest single bolt of green-bolt lightning jumped around in the sky, picked its spot, and rammed itself feet-first into the center of the town, shaking birds from their nests in insane confettis, launching three children into the world two weeks ahead of time, and short-circuiting a hundred conversations by women in storm-darkened homes in mid-gallop on their way through sin and torment and domestic melodrama. This thunderbolt which jumped back up at the sky in a billion fragments was nothing to the following morning's item in the paper which said that Henry Crummitt (the man with his arm around the shoulder of the cigar-store wooden Indian) was marrying one Julia Wycherly on that self-same day.
"Someone marry Julia!"
And Coral sat down to gasp and laugh and then gasp again at the incredible lie.
"What? With her ragged seams and her dirty linens, and her awful white hair and her unplucked brows and her shoes run over? Julia? Someone take Julia to the license bureau? Oh, oh!"
But just to satisfy her humor which veered wildly between comedy and sheer slapstick which was not funny at all, she went round to the little church that afternoon and was startled to see the rice in the air and the handful of people all shouting and laughing, and there, coming out of the church, was Henry Crummitt and linked to his arm ...
A woman with a trim figure, a woman dressed in taste, with golden hair beautifully combed, not a fleck of lint or a scrap of dandruff visible, a woman with neat stocking seams and well-delineated lipstick and powder on her cheeks like the first cool fall of snow at the beginning of a lovely winter.
And as they passed, the younger sister glanced over and saw her older sister there. She stopped. Everyone stopped. Everyone waited. Everyone held their breaths.
The younger sister took one step, took two steps forward and peered into the face of this other woman in the crowd. Then, as if she were making up in a mirror, she adjusted her veil, smoothed her lipstick, and refurbished her powder, delicately, carefully, and with no trace of hurry. Then, to this mirror she said, or it was reliably passed on she said:
"I'm Julia; who areyou?"
And after that there was so much rice nobody saw anything until the cars had driven off.
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Miss Appletree and I
No one remembered how it began with Miss Appletree. It seemed Miss     Appletree had been around for years. Every time Nora made a bad biscuit or didn’t put on her     lipstick when she came to the breakfast table, George would laughingly say, ‘Watch out! I’ll     run off with Miss Appletree!’
Or when George had his night out with the boys and came home slightly eroded     and worn away by the sands of time, Nora would say, ‘Well, how was Miss Appletree?’
‘Fine, fine,’ George would say. ‘But I love only you, Nora. It’s good to be     home.’
As you can see, Miss Appletree was around the house for years, invisible as     the smell of grass in April, or the scent of chestnut leaves falling in October.
George even described her: ‘She’s tall.’
‘I’m five feet seven in my stocking feet,’     said Nora.
‘She’s willowy,’ said George.
‘I’m spreading a bit with the years,’ said Nora.
‘And she’s fairy yellow in the hair.’
‘My hair is turning mousy,’ said Nora. ‘It used to shine like the sun.’
‘She’s a quiet sort,’ said George.
‘I gossip far too much,’ said Nora.
‘And she loves me blindly, passionately, with not a doubt in her mind or     soul, wildly, insanely,’ said George, ‘as no woman with brains could ever love a shameful     bumbling old drone like me.’
‘She sounds like an avalanche,’ said Nora.
‘But do you know,’ said George, ‘when the avalanche rolls away and life must     go on, I always turn to you, Nora. Miss Appletree is quite impossible. I always come back to my     one and only love, the woman who doubts I am a God after all, the woman who knows I put my     right foot into my left shoe and is diplomatic enough to give me two right shoes at a time like     that, the woman who realizes that I’m a weather vane in every wind yet never tries to tell me     that the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, so why am I lost? Nora, you know every     pore in my face, every hair in my ear, every cavity in my teeth; but I love you.’
‘Fare thee well, Miss Appletree!’ said Nora.
And so the years went by.
‘Hand me the hammer and some nails,’ said     George one day.
‘Why?’ said his wife.
‘This calendar,’ he said. ‘I’m going to nail it down. The leaves fall off it     like a deck of cards somebody dropped. Good Lord, I’m fifty years old today! Hand me that     hammer quick!’
She came and kissed his cheek. ‘You don’t mind terribly, do you?’
‘I didn’t mind yesterday,’ he said. ‘But today I mind. What is there about     units of ten that so frightens a man? When a man’s twenty-nine years old and nine months it     doesn’t faze him. But on his thirtieth birthday, O Fates and Furies, life is over, love is done     and dead, the career is up the flue or down the chute, either way. And a man goes along the     next ten, twenty years, through thirty, past forty, on toward fifty, reasonably keeping his     hands off Time, not trying to hold on to the days too hard, letting the wind blow and the river     run. But Good Lord, all of a sudden you’re fifty years old, that nice round total, that grand     sum and–bang! Depression and horror. Wherehavethe years gone? Whathasone done with one’s life?’
‘One has raised a daughter and a son, both married young and gone already,’     said Nora. ‘And proud children they are!’
‘True,’ said George. ‘And yet on a day like this, in the middle of May, it     feels sad, like autumn. You know me, I’m a moody old dog.     I’m the son of Thomas Wolfe, O Time, O River, oh, the grieving of the winds, lost, lost,     forever lost.’
‘You need Miss Appletree,’ said Nora.
He blinked. ‘I need what?’
‘Miss Appletree,’ said Nora. ‘The lady we made up such a long time ago. Tall,     willowy, madly in love with you. Miss Appletree, the magnificent. Aphrodite’s daughter. Every     man turned fifty, every man who’s feeling sorry for himself and feeling sad needs Miss     Appletree. Romance.’
‘Oh, but I have you, Nora,’ he said.
‘Oh, but I’m neither as young nor as pretty as I once was,’ Nora said, taking     his arm. ‘Once in his lifetime, every man should have his fling.’
‘Do you really think so?’ he said.
‘I know it!’
‘But that causes divorce. Foolish old men rushing about after their     youth.’
‘Not if the wife has a head on her shoulders. Not if she understands he’s not     being mean, he’s just very sad and lost and tired and mixed up.’
‘I know so many men who’ve run off with Miss Appletrees, alienated their     wives and children, and made a mess of their lives.’
He brooded for a moment and then said, ‘Well, I’ve been thinking a lot of     hard thoughts every minute of every hour of every day. One shouldn’t think of young women that much. That’s not good and it might have some sort of     force of nature and I don’t think I should be thinking that way, so hard and so intense.’
He was finishing his breakfast when the front doorbell rang. He and Nora     looked at each other and then there was a soft tapping at the door.
He looked as if he wanted to get up but couldn’t force himself, so Nora rose     and walked to the front door. She turned the knob slowly and looked out. A conversation     followed.
He closed his eyes and listened and thought he heard two women talking out on     the front stoop. One of the voices was soft and the other voice seemed to be gaining     strength.
A few minutes later, Nora returned to the table.
‘Who was that?’ he said.
‘A saleslady,’ Nora said.
‘A what?’
‘A saleslady.’
‘What was she selling?’
‘She told me but she talked so quietly that I could hardly hear.’
‘What was her name?’
‘I couldn’t quite catch it,’ said Nora.
‘What did she look like?’
‘She was tall.’
‘How tall?’
‘Very tall.’
‘And nice to look at?’
‘Nice.’
‘What color hair?’
‘It was like sunlight.’
‘So.’
‘So,’ Nora said. ‘Now, I tell you what. Drink that coffee, stand up, go back     upstairs, and get back into bed.’
‘Say that again,’ he said.
‘Drink that coffee, stand up…’ she said.
He stared at her, slowly picked up his coffee cup, drained it, and began to     rise.
‘But,’ he said, ‘I’m not sick. I don’t need to go back to bed this early in     the morning.’
‘You look a little poorly,’ said Nora. ‘I’m giving you an order. Go upstairs,     take off your clothes, and go to bed.’
He turned slowly and walked up the stairs and felt himself taking off his     clothes and lying down in the bed. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he had to fight not to     fall asleep.
A few moments later he heard a stirring in the somewhat dim early-morning     room.
He felt someone lie down in the bed and turn toward him. Eyes shut, he heard     his voice groggily ask, ‘What? Who’s there?’
A voice murmured to him from the next pillow. ‘Miss Appletree.’
‘How’s that again?’ he said.
‘Miss Appletree’ was the whisper.
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Mr Pale
"He's a very sick man."
"Where is he?"
"Up above on Deck C. I got him to bed."
The doctor sighed. "I came on this trip for a vacation. All right, all right. Excuse me," he said to his wife. He followed the private up through the ramps of the spaceship and the ship, in the few minutes while he did this, pushed itself on in red and yellow fire across space, a thousand miles a second.
"Here we are," said the orderly.
The doctor turned in at the portway and saw the man lying on the bunk, and the man was tall and his flesh was sewed tight to his skull. The man was sick, and his lips fluted back in pain from his large, discolored teeth. His eyes were shadowed cups from which flickers of light peered, and his body was as thin as a skeleton. The color of his hands was that of snow. The doctor pulled up a magnetic chair and took the sick man's wrist.
"What seems to be the trouble?"
The sick man didn't speak for a moment, but only licked a colorless tongue over his sharp lips.
"I'm dying," he said, at last, and seemed to laugh.
"Nonsense, we'll fix you up, Mr … ?"
"Pale, to fit my complexion. Pale will do."
"Mr. Pale." This wrist was the coldest wrist he had ever touched in his life. It was like the hand of a body you pick up and tag in the hospital morgue. The pulse was gone from the cold wrist already. If it was there at all, it was so faint that the doctor's own fingertips, pulsing, covered it.
"It's bad, isn't it?" asked Mr. Pale.
The doctor said nothing but probed the bared chest of the dying man with his silver stethoscope.
There was a faint far clamor, a sigh, a musing upon distant things, heard in the stethoscope. It seemed almost to be a regretful wailing, a muted screaming of a million voices, instead of a heartbeat, a dark wind blowing in a dark space and the chest cold and the sound cold to the doctor's ears and to his own heart, which gave pause in hearing it.
"I was right, wasn't I?" said Mr. Pale.
The doctor nodded. "Perhaps you can tell me … "
"What caused it?" Mr. Pale closed his eyes smilingly over his colorlessness. "I haven't any food. I'm starving."
"We can fix that."
"No, no, you don't understand," whispered the man. "I barely made it to this rocket in time to get aboard. Oh, I was really healthy there for awhile, a few minutes ago."
The doctor turned to the orderly. "Delirious."
"No," said Mr. Pale, "no."
"What's going on here?" said a voice, and the captain stepped into the room. "Hello, who's this? I don't recall … "
"I'll save you the trouble," said Mr. Pale. "I'm not on the passenger list. I just came aboard."
"You couldn't have. We're ten million miles away from Earth."
Mr. Pale sighed. "I almost didn't make it. It took all my energy to catch you. If you'd been a little farther out … "
"A stowaway, pure and simple," said the captain. "And drunk, too, no doubt."
"A very sick man," said the doctor. "He can't be moved. I'll make a thorough examination … "
"You'll find nothing," said Mr. Pale, faintly, lying white and long and alone in the cot, "except I'm in need of food."
"We'll see about that," said the doctor, rolling up his sleeves.
An hour passed. The doctor sat back down on his magnetic chair. He was perspiring. "You're right. There's nothing wrong with you, except you're starved. How could you do this to yourself in a rich civilization like ours?"
"Oh, you'd be surprised," said the cold, thin, white man. His voice was a little breeze blowing ice through the room. "They took all my food away an hour or so ago. It was my own fault. You'll understand in a few minutes now. You see, I'm very very old. Some say a million years, some say a billion. I've lost count. I've been too busy to count."
Mad, thought the doctor, utterly mad.
Mr. Pale smiled weakly as if he had heard this thought. He shook his tired head and the dark pits of his eyes flickered. "No, no. No, no. Old, very old. And foolish. Earth was mine. I owned it. I kept it for myself. It nurtured me, even as I nurtured it. I lived well there, for a billion years, I lived high. And now here I am, in the name of all that's darkest, dying too. I never thought I could die. I never thought I could be killed, like everyone else. And nowIknow what the fear is, what it will be like to die. After a billion years I know, and it is frightening, for what will the universe be without me?"
"Just rest easily, now, we'll fix you up."
"No, no. No, no, there's nothing you can do. I overplayed my hand. I lived as I pleased. I started wars and stopped wars. But this time I went too far, and committed suicide, yes, I did. Go to the port there and look out." Mr. Pale was trembling, the trembling moved in his fingers and his lips. "Look out. Tell me what you see."
"Earth. The planet Earth, behind us."
"Wait just a moment, then," said Mr. Pale.
The doctor waited.
"Now," said Mr. Pale, softly. "It should happen aboutnow."
A blind fire filled the sky.
The doctor cried out. "My God, my God, this is terrible!"
"What do you see?"
"Earth! It's caught fire. It's burning!"
"Yes," said Mr. Pale.
The fire crowded the universe with a dripping blue yellow flare. Earth blew itself into a thousand pieces and fell away into sparks and nothingness.
"Did you see?" said Mr. Pale.
"My God, my God." The doctor staggered and fell against the port, clawing at his heart and his face. He began to cry like a child.
"You see," said Mr. Pale, "what a fool I was. Too far. I went too far. I thought, What a feast. What a banquet. And now, and now, it's over."
The doctor slid down and sat on the floor, weeping. The ship moved in space. Down the corridors, faintly, you could hear running feet and stunned voices, and much weeping.
The sick man lay on his cot, saying nothing, shaking his head slowly back and forth, swallowing convulsively. After five minutes of trembling and weeping, the doctor gathered himself and crawled and then got to his feet and sat on the chair and looked at Mr. Pale who lay gaunt and long there, almost phosphorescent, and from the dying man came a thick smell of something very old and chilled and dead.
"Now do you see?" said Mr. Pale. "I didn't want it this way."
"Shut up."
"I wanted it to go on for another billion years, the high life, the picking and choosing. Oh, I was king."
"You're mad!"
"Everyone feared me. And nowI'mafraid. For there's no one left to die. A handful on this ship. A few thousand left on Mars. That's why I'm trying to get there, to Mars, where I can live, if I make it. For in order for me to live, to be talked about, to have an existence, others must be alive to die, and when all the living ones are dead and no one is left to die, then Mr. Pale himself must die, and he most assuredly does not want that. For you see, life is a rare thing in the universe. Only Earth lived, and only I lived there because of the living men. But now I'm so weak, so weak. I can't move. You must help me."
"Mad, mad!"
"It's another two days to Mars," said Mr. Pale, thinking it through, his hands collapsed at his sides. "In that time you must feed me. I can't move or I would tend myself. Oh, an hour ago, I had great power, think of the power I took from so much and so many dying at once. But the effort of reaching this ship dispersed the power, and the power is self-limiting. For now I have no reason to live, except you, and your wife, and the twenty other passengers and crew, and those few on Mars. My incentive, you see, weakens, weakens … " His voice trailed off into a sigh. And then, after swallowing, he went on, "Have you wondered, Doctor, why the death rate on Mars in the six months since you established bases there has been nil? I can't be everywhere. I was born on Earth on the same day as life was born. And I've waited all these years to move on out into the star system. I should have gone months ago, but I put it off, and now, I'm sorry. What a fool, what a greedy fool."
The doctor stood up, stiffening and pulling back. He clawed at the wall. "You're out of your head."
"Am I? Look out the port again at what's left of Earth."
"I won't listen to you."
"You must help me. You must decide quickly. I want the captain. He must come to me first. A transfusion, you might call it. And then the various passengers, one by one, just to keep me on the edge, to keep me alive. And then, of course, perhaps even you, or your wife. You don't want to live forever, do you? That's what would happen if you let me die."
"You're raving."
"Do you dare believe I am raving? Can you take that chance? If I die, all of you would be immortal. That's what man's always wanted, isn't it? To live forever. But I tell you, it would be insanity, one day like another, and think of the immense burden of memory! Think! Consider."
The doctor stood across the room with his back to the wall, in shadow.
Mr. Pale whispered, "Better take me up on this. Better die when you have the chance than live on for a million billion years. Believe me. Iknow.I'm almost glad to die. Almost, but not quite. Self-preservation.
Well?"
The doctor was at the door. "I don't believe you."
"Don't go," murmured Mr. Pale. "You'll regret it."
"You're lying."
"Don't let me die … " The voice was so far away now, the lips barely moved. "Please don't let me die. You need me. All life needs me to make life worthwhile, to give it value, to give it contrast. Don't … "
Mr. Pale was thinner and smaller and now the flesh seemed to melt faster. "No," he sighed. "No … " said the wind behind the hard yellowed teeth. "Please … " The deep-socketed eyes fixed themselves in a stare at the ceiling.
The doctor crashed out the door and slammed it and bolted it tight. He lay against it, weeping again, and through the ship he could see the people standing in groups staring back at the empty space where Earth had been. He heard cursing and wailing. He walked unsteadily and in great unreality for an hour through the ship's corridors until he reached the captain.
"Captain, no one is to enter that room where the dying man is. He has a plague. Incurable. Quite insane. He'll be dead within the hour. Have the room welded shut."
"What?" said the captain. "Oh, yes, yes. I'll attend to it. I will. Did you see? See Earth go?"
"I saw it."
They walked numbly away from each other. The doctor sat down beside his wife who did not recognize him for a moment until he put his arm around her.
"Don't cry," he said. "Don't cry. Please don't cry."
Her shoulders shook. He held her very tightly, his eyes clenched in on the trembling in his own body. They sat this way for several hours.
"Don't cry," he said. "Think of something else. Forget Earth. Think about Mars, think about the future."
They sat back in their seats with vacant faces. He lit a cigarette and could not taste it, and passed it to her and lit another for himself. "How would you like to be married to me for another ten million years?" he asked.
"Oh, I'd like that," she cried out, turning to him and seizing his arm in her own, fiercely wrapping it to her. "I'd like that very much!"
"Wouldyou?" he said.
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The Murder
‘There are some people who would never commit a murder,’ said Mr     Bentley.
‘Who, for instance?’ said Mr Hill.
‘Me, for instance, and lots more like me,’ said Mr Bentley.
‘Poppycock!’ said Mr Hill.
‘Poppycock?’
‘You heard what I said. Everybody’s capable of murder. Even you.’
‘I haven’t a motive in the world, I’m content with things, my wife is a good     woman, I’ve got enough money, a good job, why should I commit murder?’ said Mr Bentley.
‘I could make you commit murder,’ said Mr Hill.
‘You couldnot.’
‘I could.’ Mr Hill looked out over the small     green summer town, meditatively.
‘You can’t make a murderer out of a nonmurderer.’
‘Yes, I could.’
‘No, you couldn’t!’
‘How much would you like to bet?’
‘I’ve never bet in my life. Don’t believe in it.’
‘Oh, hell, a gentleman’s bet,’ said Mr Hill. ‘A dollar. A dollar to a dime.     Come on, now, you’d bet a dime, wouldn’t you? You’d be three kinds of Scotchman not to, and     showing little faith in your thesis, besides. Isn’t it worth a dime to prove you’re not a     murderer?’
‘You’re joking.’
‘We’re both joking and we’re both not. All I’m interested in proving is that     you’re no different than any other man. You’ve got a button to be pushed. If I could find it     and push it, you’d commit murder.’
Mr Bentley laughed easily and cut the end from a cigar, twirled it between     his comfortably fleshy lips, and leaned back in his rocker. Then he fumbled in his unbuttoned     vest pocket, found a dime, and laid it on the porch newel in front of him. ‘All right,’ he     said, and, thinking, drew forth another dime. ‘There’s twenty cents says I’m not a murderer.     Now how are you going to prove that I am?’ He chuckled and squeezed his eyes deliciously shut.     ‘I’m going to be sitting around here a good many years.’
‘There’ll be a time limit, of course.’
‘Oh,willthere?’     Bentley laughed still louder.
‘Yes. One month from today, you’ll be a murderer.’
‘One month from today, eh? Ho!’ And he laughed, because the idea was so     patently ridiculous. Recovering enough, he put his tongue in his cheek. ‘Today’s August first,     right? So on September first, you owe me a dollar.’
‘No, you’ll owe me two dimes.’
‘You’re stubborn, aren’t you?’
‘You don’t know how stubborn.’
It was a fine late-summer evening, with just the right breeze, a lack of     mosquitoes, two cigars burning the right way, and the sound of Mr Bentley’s wife clashing the     dinner plates into soapsuds in the distant kitchen. Along the streets of the small town, people     were coming out onto their porches, nodding at one another.
‘This is one of the most foolish conversations I’ve ever held in my life,’     said Mr Bentley, sniffing the air with glad appreciation, noting the smell of fresh-cut grass.     ‘We talk about murder for ten minutes, we get off into whether all of us are capable of murder,     and, next thing you know, we’ve made a bet.’
‘Yes,’ said Mr Hill.
Mr Bentley looked over at his boarder. Mr Hill was about fifty-five, though     he looked a bit older, with cold blue eyes, and a gray face, and lines that made it look like     an apricot that has been allowed to shrivel in the sun. He was neatly bald, like a Caesar, and     had an intense way of talking, gripping the chair, gripping your arm, gripping his own hands together as if in prayer, always convincing himself or     convincing you of the truth of his exclamations. They had had many good talks in the past three     months, since Mr Hill had moved into the back bedroom. They had talked of myriad things:     locusts in spring, snow in April, seasonal tempests and coolings, trips to far places, the     usual talk, scented with tobacco, comfortable as a full dinner, and there was a feeling in Mr     Bentley that he had grown up with this stranger, known him from his days as a yelling child     through bumpy adolescence to whitening senility. This, come to think of it, was the first time     they had ever disagreed on anything. The wonderful thing about their friendship had been that     it had so far excluded any quibblings or side issues, and had walked the straight way of Truth,     or what the two men thought was truth, or perhaps, thought Mr Bentley now, with the cigar in     his hand, what he had thought was the truth and what Mr Hill, out of politeness or plan, had     pretended to take for the truth also.
‘Easiest money I ever made,’ said Mr Bentley.
‘Wait and see. Carry those dimes with you. You may need them soon.’
Mr Bentley put the coins into his vest pocket, half soberly. Perhaps a turn     in the wind had, for a moment, changed the temperature of his thoughts. For a moment, his mind     said, Well, could you murder? Eh?
‘Shake on it,’ said Mr Hill.
Mr Hill’s cold hand gripped tightly.
‘It’s a bet.’
‘All right, you fat slob, good night,’ said Mr Hill, and got up.
‘What?’ cried Mr Bentley, startled, not insulted yet, but because he couldn’t     believe that terrible use of words.
‘Good night, slob,’ said Mr Hill, looking at him calmly. His hands were busy,     moving aside the buttons on his summer shirt. The flesh of his lean stomach was revealed. There     was an old scar there. It looked as if a bullet had gone cleanly through.
‘You see,’ said Mr Hill, seeing the wide popping eyes of the plump man in the     rocking chair, ‘I’ve made this bet before.’
The front door shut softly. Mr Hill was gone.
The light was burning in Mr Hill’s room at ten minutes after one. Sitting     there in the dark, Mr Bentley at last, unable to find sleep, got up and moved softly into the     hall and looked at Mr Hill. For the door was open and there was Mr Hill standing before a     mirror, touching, tapping, pinching himself, now here, now there.
And he seemed to be thinking to himself, Look at me! Look, here, Bentley, andhere!
Bentley looked.
There were three round scars on Hill’s chest and stomach. There was a long     slash scar over his heart, and a little one on his neck. And on his back, as if a dragon had pulled its talons across in a furious raveling, a series of     terrible furrows.
Mr Bentley stood with his tongue between his lips, his hands open.
‘Come in,’ said Mr Hill.
Bentley did not move.
‘You’re up late.’
‘Just looking at myself. Vanity, vanity.’
‘Those scars, all those scars.’
‘There are a few, aren’t there?’
‘So many. My God, I’ve never seen scars like that. How did you get them?’
Hill went on preening and feeling and caressing himself, stripped to the     waist. ‘Well, now maybe you can guess.’ He winked and smiled friendlily.
‘How did you get them?!’
‘You’ll wake your wife.’
‘Tell me!’
‘Use your imagination, man.’
He exhaled and inhaled and exhaled again.
‘What can I do for you, Mr Bentley?’
‘I’ve come—’
‘Speak up.’
‘I want you to move out.’
‘Oh now, Bentley.’
‘We need this room.’
‘Really?’
‘My wife’s mother is coming to visit.’
‘That’s a lie.’
Bentley nodded. ‘Yes. I’m lying.’
‘Why don’t you say it? You want me to leave, period.’
‘Right.’
‘Because you’re afraid of me.’
‘No, I’m not afraid.’
‘Well, what if I told you I wouldn’t leave?’
‘No, you couldn’t do that.’
‘Well, I could, and I am.’
‘No, no.’
‘What are we having for breakfast, ham and eggs again?’ He craned his neck to     examine that little scar there.
‘Please say you’ll go,’ asked Mr Bentley.
‘No,’ said Mr Hill.
‘Please.’
‘There’s no use begging. You make yourself look silly.’
‘Well, then, if you stay here, let’s call off the bet.’
‘Why call it off?’
‘Because.’
‘Afraid of yourself?’
‘No, I’m not!’
‘Shh.’ He pointed to the wall. ‘Your wife.’
‘Let’s call off the bet. Here. Here’s my money. You win!’ He groped     frantically into his pocket and drew forth the two dimes. He threw them on the dresser,     crashing. ‘Take them! You win! I could commit murder, I could, I admit it.’
Mr Hill waited a moment, and without looking at the coins, put his fingers down on the dresser, groped, found them, picked them up,     clinked them, held them out. ‘Here.’
‘I don’t want them back!’ Bentley retreated to the doorway.
‘Take them.’
‘You win!’
‘A bet is a bet. This proves nothing.’
He turned and came to Bentley and dropped them in Bentley’s shirt pocket and     patted them. Bentley took two steps back into the hall. ‘I do not make bets idly,’ Hill     said.
Bentley stared at those terrible scars. ‘How many other people have you made     this bet with!’ he cried. ‘How many?!’
Hill laughed. ‘Ham and eggs, eh?’
‘How many?! How many?!’
‘See you at breakfast,’ said Mr Hill.
He shut the door. Mr Bentley stood looking at it. He could see the scars     through the door, as if by some translucency of the eye and mind. The razor scars. The knife     scars. They hung in the paneling, like knots in old wood.
The light went out behind the door.
 
He stood over the body and he heard the house waking up, rushing, the feet     down the stairs, the shouts, the half screams and stirrings. In a moment, people would be     flooding around him. In a moment, there’d be a siren and a     flashing red light, the car doors slamming, the snap of manacles to the fleshy wrists, the     questions, the peering into his white, bewildered face. But now he only stood over the body,     fumbling. The gun had fallen into the deep, good-smelling night grass. The air was still     charged with electricity but the storm was passing, and he was beginning to notice things     again. And there was his right hand, all by itself, fumbling about like a blind mole, digging,     digging senselessly at his shirt pocket until it found what it wanted. And he felt his gross     weight bend, stoop, almost fall, as he almost rushed down over the body. His blind hand went     out and closed the up-staring eyes of Mr Hill, and on each wrinkled, cooling eyelid put a shiny     new dime.
The door slammed behind him. Hattie screamed.
He turned to her with a sick smile. ‘I just lost a bet,’ he heard himself     say.
Annotation




Night Call, Collect
What made the old poem run in his mind he could not guess, but run it did:
Suppose and then suppose and then suppose
That wires on the far-slung telephone black poles
Sopped up the billion-flooded words they heard
Each night all night and saved the sense
And meaning of it all.
He stopped. What next? Ah, yes …
Then, jigsaw in the night, Put all together and
In philosophic phase
Tried words like moron child.
Again he paused. How did the thing end? Wait—
Thus mindless beast
All treasuring of vowels and consonants
Saves up a miracle of bad advice
And lets it filter whisper, heartbeat out
One lisping murmur at a time.
So one night soon someone sits up
Hears sharp bell ring, lifts phone And hears a
Voice like Holy Ghost Gone far in nebulae
That Beast upon the wire,
Which with sibilance and savoring!
Down continental madnesses of time
Says Hell and O And then Hell-o.
He took a breath and finished:
To such Creation
Such dumb brute lost Electric Beast,
What is your wise reply?
He sat silently.
He sat, a man eighty years old. He sat in an empty room in an empty house on an empty street in an empty town on the empty planet Mars.
He sat as he had sat now for fifty years, waiting.
On the table in front of him lay a telephone that had not rung for a long, long time.
It trembled now with some secret preparation. Perhaps that trembling had summoned forth the poem
His nostrils twitched. His eyes flared wide. The phone shivered ever so softly. He leaned forward, staring at it. The phone … rang.
He leapt up and back, the chair fell to the floor. He cried out: cried out:
"No!"
The phone rang again.
"No!"
He wanted to reach out, he did reach out and knock the thing off the table. It fell out of the cradle at the exact moment of its third ring.
"No … oh, no, no," he said softly, hands covering his chest, head wagging, the telephone at his feet. "It can't be … can't be … "
For after all, he was alone in a room in an empty house in an empty town on the planet Mars where no one was alive, only he lived, he was King of the Barren Hill …
And yet …
" … Barton … "
Someone called his name.
No. Some thing buzzed and made a noise of crickets and cicadas in far desertlands.
Barton? he thought. Why … why that'sme!
He hadn't heard anyone say his name in so long he had quite forgot. He was not one for ambling about calling himself by name. He had never—
"Barton," said the phone. "Barton. Barton. Barton."
"Shut up!! "he cried.
And kicked the receiver and bent sweating, panting, to put the phone back on its cradle.
No sooner did he do this than the damned thing rang again.
This time he made a fist around it, squeezed it, as if to throttle the sound, but at last, seeing his knuckles burn color away to whiteness, let go and picked up the receiver.
"Barton," said a far voice, a billion miles away.
He waited until his heart had beat another three times and then said:
"Barton here," he said.
"Well, well," said the voice, only a million miles away now. "Do you know who this is?"
"Christ," said the old man. "The first call I've had in half a lifetime, and we play games."
"Sorry. How stupid of me. Of course you wouldn't recognize your own voice on the telephone. No one ever does. We are accustomed, all of us, to hearing our voice conducted through the bones of our head. Barton, this is Barton."
"What?"
"Who did you think it was?" said the voice. "A rocket captain? Did you think someone had come to rescue you?"
"No."
"What's the date?"
"July 20, 2097."
"Good Lord. Fifty years! Have you been sitting therethatlong waiting for a rocket to come from Earth?"
The old man nodded.
"Now, old man, do you know who I am?"
"Yes." He trembled. "I remember. We are one. I am Emil Barton and you are Emil Barton."
"With one difference. You're eighty, I'm only twenty. All of life before me!"
The old man began to laugh and then to cry. He sat holding the phone like a lost and silly child in his fingers. The conversation was impossible, and should not be continued, yet he went on with it. When he got hold of himself he held the phone close and said, "You there! Listen, oh God, if I could warn you! How can I? You're only a voice. If I could show you how lonely the years are. End it, kill yourself! Don't wait! If you knew what it is to change from the thing you are to the thing that is me, today, here, now, atthisend."
"Impossible!" The voice of the young Barton laughed, far away. "I've no way to tell if you ever get this call. This is all mechanical. You're talking to a transcription, no more. This is 2037. Sixty years in your past. Today, the atom war started on Earth. All colonials were called home from Mars, by rocket. I got left behind!"
"I remember," whispered the old man.
"Alone on Mars," laughed the young voice. "A month, a year, who cares? There are foods and books. In my spare time I've made transcription libraries of ten thousand words, responses, my voice, connected to phone relays. In later months I'll call, have someone to talk with."
"Yes."
"Sixty years from now my own tapes will ring me up. I don't really think I'll be here on Mars that long, it's just a beautiful ironic idea of mine, something to pass the time. Is that really you, Barton? Is that reallyme?"
Tears fell from the old man's eyes. "Yes."
"I've made a thousand Bartons, tapes, sensitive to all questions, in one thousand Martian towns. An army of Bartons over Mars, while I wait for the rockets to return."
"Fool." The old man shook his head, wearily. "You waited sixty years. You grew old waiting, always alone. And now you've become me and you're still alone in the empty cities."
"Don't expect my sympathy. You're like a stranger, off in another country. I can't be sad. I'm alive when I make these tapes. And you're alive when you hear them. Both of us, to the other, incomprehensible. Neither can warn the other, even though both respond, one to the other, one automatically, the other warmly and humanly. I'm human now. You're human later. It's insane. I can't cry, because not knowing the future I can only be optimistic. These hidden tapes can only react to a certain number of stimuli from you. Can you ask a dead man to weep?"
"Stop it!" cried the old man. He felt the familiar seizures of pain. Nausea moved through him, and blackness. "Oh God, but you were heartless. Go away!"
"Were, old man? Iam.As long as the tapes glide on, as long as spindles and hidden electronic eyes read and select and convert words to send to you, I'll be young and cruel. I'll go on being young and cruel long after you're dead. Good-bye."
"Wait!" cried the old man.
Click.
Barton sat holding the silent phone a long time. His heart gave him intense pain.
What insanity it had been. In his youth how silly, how inspired, those first secluded years, fixing the telephonic brains, the tapes, the circuits, scheduling calls on time relays:
The phone bell.
"Morning, Barton. This is Barton. Seven o'clock. Rise and shine!"
Again!
"Barton? Barton calling. You're to go to Mars Town at noon. Install a telephonic brain. Thought I'd remind you."
"Thanks."
The bell!
"Barton? Barton. Have lunch with me? The Rocket Inn?"
"Right."
"See you. So long!"
Brrrriinnnnng!
"That you, B.? Thought I'd cheer you. Firm chin, and all that. The rescue rocket might come tomorrow, to save us."
"Yes, tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow."
Click.
But the years had burned into smoke. Barton had muted the insidious phones and their clever, clever repartee. They were to call him only after he was eighty, if he still lived. And now today, the phone ringing, the past breathing in his ear, whispering, remembering.
The phone!
He let it ring.
I don't have to answer it, he thought.
The bell!
There's no one there at all, he thought.
The ringing!
It's like talking to yourself, he thought. But different. Oh God, how different.
He felt his hands lift the phone.
"Hello, old Barton, this is young Barton. I'm twenty-one today! In the last year I've put voice-brains in two hundred more towns. I've populated Mars with Bartons!"
"Yes." The old man remembered those nights six decades ago, rushing over blue hills and into iron valleys, with a truckful of machinery, whistling, happy. Another telephone, another relay. Something to do. Something clever and wonderful and sad. Hidden voices. Hidden, hidden. In those young days when death was not death, time was not time, old age a faint echo from the long cavern of years ahead. That young idiot, that sadistic fool, never thinking someday he might reap this harvest.
"Last night," said Barton, aged twenty-one, "I sat alone in a movie theater in an empty town. I played an old Laurel and Hardy. God, how I laughed."
"Yes."
"I got an idea. I recorded my voice one thousand times on one tape. Broadcast from the town, it sounds like a thousand people. A comforting noise, the noise of a crowd. I fixed it so doors slam in town, children sing, music boxes play, all by clockworks. If I don't look out the window, if I just listen, it's all right. But if I look, it spoils the illusion. I guess I'm getting lonely."
The old man said, "That was your first sign."
"What?"
"The first time you admitted you were lonely."
"I've experimented with smells. As I walk the empty streets, the smell of bacon, eggs, ham, fillets, come from the houses. All done with hidden machines."
"Madness."
"Self-protection!"
"I'm tired." Abruptly, the old man hung up. It was too much. The past drowning him …
Swaying, he moved down the tower stairs to the streets of the town.
The town was dark. No longer did red neons burn, music play, or cooking smells linger. Long ago he had abandoned the fantasy of the mechanical lie. Listen! Are those footsteps? Smell! Isn't that strawberry pic! He had stopped it all.
He moved to the canal where the stars shone in the quivering waters.
Underwater, in row after fishlike row, rusting, were the robot population of Mars he had constructed over the years, and, in a wild realization of his own insane inadequacy, had commanded to march, one two three four! into the canal deeps, plunging, bubbling like sunken bottles. He had killed them and shown no remorse.
Faintly a phone rang in a lightless cottage.
He walked on. The phone ceased.
Another cottage ahead rang its bell as if it knew of his passing. He began to run. The ringing stayed behind. Only to be taken up by a ringing from now this house—now that, now here, there! He darted on. Another phone!
"All right!" he shrieked, exhausted. "I'm coming!"
"Hello, Barton."
"What do you want!"
"I'm lonely. I only live when I speak. So I must speak. You can't shut me up forever."
"Leave me alone!" said the old man, in horror. "Oh, my heart!"
"This is Barton, age twenty-four. Another couple of years gone. Waiting. A tittle lonelier. I've readWar and Peace,drunk sherry, run restaurants with myself as waiter, cook, entertainer. Tonight, I star in a film at the Tivoli—Emil Barton inLove's Labor Lost,playing all the parts, some with wigs!"
"Stop calling me—or I'll kill you!"
"You can't kill me. You'll have to find me, first!"
"I'll find you!"
"You've forgotten where you hid me. I'm everywhere, in boxes, houses, cables, towers, underground! Go ahead, try! What'll you call it? Telecide? Suicide? Jealous, are you? Jealous of me here, only twenty-four, bright-eyed, strong, young. All right, old man, it's war! Between us. Between me! A whole regiment of us, all ages from against you, the real one. Go ahead, declare war!"
"I'll kill you!"
Click. Silence.
He threw the phone out the window.
In the midnight cold, the automobile moved in deep valleys. Under Barton's feet on the floorboard were revolvers, rifles, dynamite. The roar of the car was in his thin, tired bones.
I'll find them, he thought, and destroy all of them. Oh, God, how can he do this to me?
He stopped the car. A strange town lay under the late moons. There was no wind.
He held the rifle in his cold hands. He peered at the poles, the towers, the boxes. Where was this town's voice hidden? That tower? Or that one there! So many years ago. He turned his head now this way, now that, wildly.
He raised the rifle.
The tower fell with the first bullet.
All of them, he thought. All of the towers in this town will have to be cut apart. I've forgotten. Too long.
The car moved along the silent street.
A phone rang.
He looked at the deserted drugstore.
A phone.
Pistol in hand, he shot the lock off the door, and entered.
Click.
"Hello, Barton? Just a warning. Don't try to rip down all the towers, blow things up. Cut your own throat that way. Think it over … "
Click.
He stepped out of the phone booth slowly and moved into the street and listened to the telephone towers humming high in the air, still alive, still untouched. He looked at them and then he understood.
He could not destroy the towers. Suppose a rocket came from Earth, impossible idea, but suppose it came tonight, tomorrow, next week? And landed on the other side of the planet, and used the phones to try to call Barton, only to find the circuits dead?
Barton dropped his gun.
"A rocket won't come," he argued, softly with himself, "I'm old. It's too late."
But suppose it came, and you never knew, he thought. No, you've got to keep the lines open.
Again, a phone ringing.
He mrned dully. He shuffled back into the drugstore and fumbled with the receiver.
"Hello?" A strange voice.
"Please," said the old man, "don't bother me."
"Who's this, who's there? Who is it? Where are you?" cried the voice, surprised.
"Wait a minute." The old man staggered. "This is Emil Barton, who's that?"
"This is Captain Rockwell, Apollo Rocket 48. Just arrived from Earth."
"No, no, no."
"Are you there, Mr. Barton?"
"No, no, it can't be."
"Where are you?"
"You're lying!" The old man had to lean against the booth. His eyes were cold blind. "It's you, Barton, making fun of me, lying again!"
"This is Captain Rockwell. Just landed. In New Chicago. Where are you?"
"In Green Villa," he gasped. "That's six hundred miles from you."
"Look, Barton, can you come here?"
"What?"
"We've repairs on our rocket. Exhausted from the flight. Can you come help?"
"Yes, yes."
"We're at the field outside town. Can you come by tomorrow?"
"Yes, but—"
"Well?"
The old man petted the phone. "How's Earth? How's New York? Is the war over? Who's President now? What happened?"
"Plenty of time for gossip when you arrive."
"Is everything fine?"
"Fine."
"Thank God." The old man listened to the far voice. "Are you sure you're Captain Rockwell?"
"Dammit, man!"
"I'm sorry!"
He hung up and ran.
They were here, after many years, unbelievable, his own people who would take him back to Earth's seas and skies and mountains.
He started the car. He would drive all night. It would be worth a risk, to see people, to shake hands, to hear them again.
The car thundered in the hills.
That voice. Captain Rockwell. It couldn't be himself, forty years ago. He had never made a recording like that. Or had he? In one of his depressive fits, in a spell of drunken cynicism, hadn't he once made a false tape of a false landing on Mars with a synthetic captain, an imaginary crew? He jerked his head, savagely. No. He was a suspicious fool. Now was no time to doubt. He must run with the moons of Mars, all night. What a party they would have!
The sun rose. He was immensely tired, full of thorns and brambles, his heart plunging, his fingers fumbling the wheel, but the thing that pleased him most was the thought of one last phone call: Hello,youngBarton, this isoldBarton. I'm leaving for Earth today! Rescued! He smiled weakly.
He drove into the shadowy limits of New Chicago at sundown. Stepping from his car he stood staring at the rocket tarmac, rubbing his reddened eyes.
The rocket field was empty. No one ran to meet him. No one shook his hand, shouted, or laughed.
He felt his heart roar. He knew blackness and a sensation of falling through the open sky. He stumbled toward an office.
Inside, six phones sat in a neat row.
He waited, gasping.
Finally: the bell.
He lifted the heavy receiver.
A voice said, "I was wondering if you'd get there alive."
The old man did not speak but stood with the phone in his hands.
The voice continued, "Captain Rockwell reporting for duty. Your orders, sir?"
"You," groaned the old man.
"How's your heart, old man?"
"No!"
"Had to eliminate you some way, so I could live, if you call a transcription living."
"I'm going out now," replied the old man. "I don't care. I'll blow up everything until you're all dead!"
"You haven't the strength. Why do you think I had you travel so far, so fast? This is your last trip!"
The old man felt his heart falter. He would never make the other towns. The war was lost. He slid into a chair and made low, mournful noises with his mouth. He glared at the five other phones. As if at a signal, they burst into chorus! A nest of ugly, birds screaming!
Automatic receivers popped up.
The office whirled. "Barton, Barton, Barton!"
He throttled a phone in his hands. He choked it and still it laughed at him. He beat it. He kicked it. He furled the hot wire like serpentine in his fingers, ripped it. It fell about his stumbling feet.
He destroyed three other phones. There was a sudden silence.
And as if his body now discovered a thing which it had long kept secret, it seemed to sink upon his tired bones. The flesh of his eyelids fell away like petals.
His mouth withered. The lobes of his ears were melting wax. He pushed his chest with his hands and fell face down. He lay still. His breathing stopped. His heart stopped.
After a long spell, the remaining two phones rang.
A relay snapped somewhere. The two phone voices were connected, one to the other.
"Hello, Barton?"
"Yes, Barton?"
"Aged twenty-four."
"I'm twenty-six. We're both young. What's happened?"
"I don't know. Listen."
The silent room. The old man did not stir on the floor. The wind blew in the broken window. The air was cool.
"Congratulate me, Barton, this is mytwenty-sixthbirthday!"
"Congratulations!"
The voices sang together, about birthdays, and the singing blew out the window, faintly, faintly, into the dead city.
Annotation




Night Train to Babylon
James Cruesoe was in the club car of a train plummeting out of Chicago, rocking and swaying as if it were drunk, when the conductor, lurching by, glanced at the bar, gave Cruesoe a wink, and lurched on. Cruesoe listened.
Uproars, shouts and cries.
That is the sound, he thought, of sheep in panic, glad to be fleeced, or hang gliders, flung off cliffs with no wings.
He blinked.
For there at the bar, drawn to a blind source of joyous consternation, stood a cluster of men glad for highway robbery, pleased to have wallets and wits purloined.
That is to say: gamblers.
Amateur  gamblers, Cruesoe thought, and rose to stagger down the aisle to peer over the shoulders of businessmen behaving like high school juniors in full stampede.
"Hey, watch! The Queencomes!Shegoes. Presto! Where?"
"There!" came the cry.
"Gosh," cried the dealer. "Lost my shirt! Again! Queen up, Queen gone! Where?"
He'll let them win twice, Cruesoe thought. Then spring the trap.
"There!" cried all.
"Good gravy!" shouted the unseen gambler. "I'm sunk!"
Cruesoe had to look, heyearnedto see this agile vaudeville magician.
On tiptoe, he parted a few squirming shoulders, not knowing what to expect.
But there sat a man with no fuzzy caterpillar brows or waxed mustaches. No black hair sprouted from his ears or nostrils. His skull did not poke through his skin. He wore an ordinary dove-gray suit with a dark gray tie tied with a proper knot. His fingernails were clean but unmanicured. Stunning! An ordinary citizen, with the serene look of a chap about to lose at cribbage.
Ah, yes, Cruesoe thought, as the gambler shuffled his cards slowly. That carefulness revealed the imp under the angel's mask. A calliope salesman's ghost lay like a pale epidermis below the man's vest.
"Careful, gents!" He fluttered the cards. "Don't bet too much!"
Challenged, the men shoveled cash into the furnace.
"Whoa! No bets above four bits! Judiciously, sirs!"
The cards leapfrogged as he gazed about, oblivious of his deal.
"Where's my left thumb, my right? Or are therethree thumbs?"
They laughed. What a jokester!
"Confused, chums? Baffled? Must I loseagain?"
"Yes!" all babbled.
"Damn," he said, crippling his hands. '"Damn! Where's the Red Queen? Start over!"
"No! Themiddleone!Flipit!"
The card was flipped.
"Ohmigod," someone gasped.
"Can't look." The gambler's eyes were shut. "How much did I losethistime?"
"Nothing," someone whispered.
"Nothing?" The gambler, aghast, popped open his eyes.
They all stared at a black card.
"Gosh," said the gambler. "I thought youhadme!"
His fingers spidered to the right, another black card, then to the far left. The Queen!
"Hell," he exhaled, "why's shethere? Christ, guys, keep your cash!"
"No! No!" A shaking of heads. "You won. You couldn't help it. It was just—"
"Okay. If you insist! Watch out!"
Cruesoe shut his eyes. This, he thought, is the end. From here on they'll lose and bet and lose again. Their fever's up.
"Sorry, gents. Nice try.There!"
Cruesoe felt his hands become fists. He was twelve again, a fake mustache glued to his lip and his school chums at a party and the three-card monte laid out. "Watch the Red Queenvanish!" And the kids shout and laugh as his hands blurred to win their candy but hand it back to show his love.
"One, two,three! Where can shebe?"
He felt his mouth whisper the old words, but the voice was the voice of this wizard stealing wallets, counting cash on a late-night train.
"Lost again? God, fellas, quit before your wife shoots you! Okay, Ace of spades, King of clubs, Red Queen. You won't seeheragain!"
"No!There!"
Cruesoe turned, muttering.Don't listen!Sit! Drink! Forget your twelfth birthday, your friends. Quick!
He took one step when:
"That'sthreetimes lost, pals. Imustfold my tent and … "
"No, no, don't leavenow! We got to win the damn stuff back. Deal!"
And as if struck, Cruesoe spun about and returned to the madness.
"The Queen wasalwaysthere on the left," he said.
Heads turned.
'"It was there all thetime,"Cruesoe said, louder.
"And who are you, sir?" The gambler raked in the cards, not glancing up.
"A boy magician."
"Christ, a boy magician!" The gambler riffled the deck.
The men backed off.
Cruesoe exhaled. "I know how to do the three-card monte."
"Congratulations."
"I won't cut in, I just wanted these good men—"
There was a muted rumble from the good men.
"—to knowanyonecan win at the three-card monte."
Looking away, the gambler gave the cards a toss.
"Okay, wisenheimer, deal! Gents, your bets. Our friend here takes over. Watch his hands."
Cruesoe trembled with cold. The cards lay waiting.
"Okay, son. Grab on!"
"I can'tdothe trick well, I just knowhowit'sdone."
"Ha!" The gambler stared around. "Hear that, chums? Knows how itworks,but can'tdo. Right?"
Cruesoe swallowed. "Right. But—"
"But? Does a cripple show an athlete? A dragfoot pace the sprinter? Gents, you want to change horses out here—" He glanced at the window. Lights flashed by. "—halfway to Cincinnati?"
The gents glared and muttered.
"Deal! Show us how you can steal from the poor."
Cruesoe's hands jerked back from the cards as if burnt.
"You prefer not to cheat these idiots in my presence?" the gambler asked.
Clever beast! Hearing themselves so named, the idiots roared assent.
"Can't you see what he'sdoing?" Cruesoe said.
"Yeah, yeah, we see," they babbled. "Even-steven. Lose some, win some. Why don't you go back where you came from?"
Cruesoe glanced out at a darkness rushing into the past, towns vanishing in night.
"Do you, sir," said the Straight-Arrow gambler, "in front of all these men, accuse me of raping their daughters, molesting their wives?"
"No," Cruesoe said, above the uproar. "Just cheating," he whispered, "at cards!"
Bombardments, concussions, eruptions of outrage as the gambler leaned forward.
"Show us, sir, where these cards are inked, marked, or stamped!"
"Thereareno marks, inks, or stamps," Cruesoe said. "It's all prestidigitation."
Jesus! He might as well have criedProstitution!
A dozen eyeballs rolled in their sockets.
Cruesoe fussed with the cards.
"Not marked," he said. "But your hands aren't connected to your wrists or elbows and finally all of it's not connected to … "
"Towhat,sir?"
"Your heart," Cruesoe said, dismally.
The gambler smirked. "This, sir, is not a romantic excursion to Niagara Falls."
"Yah!" came the shout.
A great wall of faces confronted him.
"I," Cruesoe said, "am very tired."
He felt himself turn and stagger off, drunk with the sway of the train, left, right, left, right. The conductor saw him coming and punched a drift of confetti out of an already punched ticket.
"Sir," Cruesoe said.
The conductor examined the night fleeing by the window.
"Sir," Cruesoe said. "Lookthere."
The conductor reluctantly fastened his gaze on the mob at the bar, shouting as the cardsharp raised their hopes but to dash them again.
"Sounds like a good time," the conductor said.
"No, sir! Those men are being cheated, fleeced, buggy-whipped—"
"Wait," said the conductor. "Are they disturbing the peace? Looks more like a birthday party."
Cruesoe shot his gaze down the corridor.
A herd of buffalo humped there, angry at the Fates, eager to be shorn.
"Well?" said the conductor.
"I want that man thrown off the train! Don't you see what he's up to? That trick's in every dime-store magic book!"
The conductor leaned in to smell Cruesoe's breath.
"Do youknowthat gambler, sir? Any of his pals your friends?"
"No, I—" Cruesoe gasped and stopped. "My God, I just realized." He stared at the conductor's bland face.
"You," he said, but could not go on. You are in cohoots, he thought. You share the moola at the end of the line!
"Holdon," said the conductor. He took out a little black book, licked his fingers, turned pages. "Uh-huh," he said. "Lookit all the biblical/Egyptian names.Memphis,Tennessee.Cairo,Illinois? Yep! And here's one just ahead. Babylon."
"Where you throw that cheatoff?"
"No. Someoneelse."
"You wouldn't do that," Cruesoe said.
"No?" said the conductor.
Cruesoe turned and lurched away. "Damn idiot stupid fool," he muttered. "Keep your smart-ass mouthshut!"
"Ready, gentlemen," the insidious cardsharp was shouting. "Annie over.Flea-hop! Oh,no! The bad-news boy isback!"
Jeez,  hell, damn, was the general response. "Who do you think you are?" Cruesoe blurted.
"Glad you asked." The gambler settled back, leaving the cards to be stared at by the wolf pack. "Can you guess where I'm going tomorrow?"
"South America," Cruesoe said, "to back a tin-pot dictator."
"Not bad." The sharpster nodded. "Go on."
"Or you are on your way to a small European state where some nut keeps a witch doctor to suck the economy into a Swiss bank."
"The boy's a poet! I have a letter here, from Castro."
His gambler's hand touched his heart. "And one from Bothelesa, another from Mandela in South Africa. Which do I choose? Well." The gambler glanced at the rushing storm outside the window. "Choose any pocket, right, left, inside, out." He touched his coat.
"Right," Cruesoe said.
The man shoved his hand in his right coat pocket, pulled out a fresh pack of cards, gave it a toss.
"Open it. That's it. Now riffle and spread.Seeanything?"
"Well … "
"Gimme." He took it. "The next monte will be from the deckyouchoose."
Cruesoe shook his head. "That's not how the trick works. It's how youlay downandpick upthe cards.Anydeck would do."
"Pick!"
Cruesoe picked two tens and a red Queen.
"Okay!" The gambler humped the cards over each other. "Where's the Queen?"
"Middle."
He flipped it over. "Hey, you're good." He smiled.
"You're better. That's the trouble," Cruesoe said.
"Now, see this pile of ten-dollar bills? That's the stake, just put by these gents. You've stopped the game too long. Do you join or be the skeleton at the feast?"
"Skeleton."
"Okay. They're off! There she goes. Queen here, Queen there. Lost!Where? You ready to risk all your cash, fellows? Want to pullout?Allof a singlemind?"
Fierce whispers.
"All," someone said.
"No!" Cruesoe said.
A dozen curses lit the air.
"Smart-ass," said the cardsharp, his voice deadly calm, "do you realize that your static may cause these gentlemen to loseeverything?"
"No," Cruesoe said. "It's not my static.Yourhands deal the cards."
Such jeers. Such hoots. "Move! My God, move!"
"Well." With the three cards still under his clean fingers the gambler stared at the rushing storm beyond the window. "You've ruined it. Because of you, their choice is doomed. You and only you have intruded to burst the ambience, the aura, the bubble that enclosed this game. When I turn the card over my friends may hurl you off the train."
"They wouldn't do that," Cruesoe said.
The card was turned over.
 
With a roar the train pulled away in a downpour of rain and lightning and thunder. Just before the car door slammed, the gambler thrust a fistful of cards out on the sulfurous air and tossed. They took flight: an aviary of bleeding pigeons, to pelt Cruesoe's chest and face.
The club car rattle-banged by, a dozen volcanic faces with fiery eyes crushed close to the windows, fists hammering the glass.
His suitcase stopped tumbling.
The train was gone.
He waited a long while and then slowly bent and began to pick up fifty-two cards. One by one. One by one.
A Queen of hearts. Another Queen. Another Queen of hearts. And one more.
A Queen ...
Queen.
Lightning struck. If it had hit him, he would never have known.
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The Night
YOU are a child in a small town. You are, to be exact, eight years old, and it is growing late at night. Late, for you, accustomed to bedding in at nine or nine-thirty; once in a while perhaps begging Mom or Dad to let you stay up later to hear Sam and Henry on that strange radio that is popular in this year of 1927. But most of the time you are in bed and snug at this time of night.
It is a warm summer evening. You live in a small house on a small street in the outer part of town where there are few street lights. There is only one store open, about a block away; Mrs. Singer's. In the hot evening Mother has been ironing the Monday wash and you have been intermittently begging for ice-cream and staring into the dark.
You and your mother are all alone at home in the warm darkness of summer. Finally, just before it is time for Mrs. Singer to close her store, Mother relents and tells you:
'Run get a pint of ice-cream and be sure she packs it tight.'
You ask if you can get a scoop of chocolate ice-cream on top, because you don't like vanilla, and mother agrees. You clutch the money and run barefooted over the warm evening cement pavement, under the apple trees and oak trees, towards the store. The town is so quiet and far off, you can only hear the crickets sounding in the spaces beyond the hot indigo trees that hold back the stars.
Your bare feet slap the pavement, you cross the street and find Mrs. Singer moving ponderously about her store, singing Yiddish melodies.
'Pint ice-cream?' she says. 'Chocolate on top? Yes!'
You watch her fumble the metal top off the ice-cream freezer and manipulate the scoop, packing the cardboard pint chock full with 'chocolate on top, yes!' You give the money, receive the chill, icy pack, and rubbing it across your brow and cheek, laughing, you thump barefootedly homeward. Behind you, the lights of the lonely little store blink out and there is only a street light shimmering on the corner, and the whole city seems to be going to sleep. . .
Opening the screen door you find Mom still ironing. She looks hot and irritated, but she smiles just the same.
'When will Dad be home from lodge-meeting?' you ask.
'About eleven-thirty or twelve,' Mother replies. She takes the ice-cream to the kitchen, divides it. Giving you your special portion of chocolate, she dishes out some for herself and the rest is put away, 'For Skipper and your father when they come.'
Skipper is your brother. He is your older brother. He's twelve and healthy, red-faced, hawk-nosed, tawny-haired, broad-shouldered for his years, and always running. He is allowed to stay up later than you. Not much later, but enough to make him feel it is worth while having been born first. He is over on the other side of town this evening to a game of kick-the-can and will be home soon. He and the kids have been yelling, kicking, running for hours, having fun. Soon he will come clomping in, smelling of sweat and green grass on his knees where he fell, and smelling very much in all ways like Skipper; which is natural.
You sit enjoying the ice-cream. You are at the core of the deep quiet summer night. Your mother and yourself and the night all around this small house on this small street. You lick each spoon of ice-cream thoroughly before digging for another, and Mom puts her ironing-board away and the hot iron in its case, and she sits in the armchair by the phonograph, eating her dessert and saying, 'My lands, it was a hot day today. It's still hot. Earth soaks up all the heat and lets it out at night. It'll be soggy sleeping.'
You both sit there listening to the summer silence. The dark is pressed down by every window and door, there is no sound because the radio needs a new battery, and you have played all the Knickerbocker Quartet records and Al Jolson and Two Black Crows records to exhaustion; so you just sit on the hardwood floor by the door and look out into the dark dark dark, pressing your nose against the screen until the flesh of its tip is moulded into small dark squares.
'I wonder where your brother is?' Mother says after a while. Her spoon scrapes on the dish. 'He should be home by now. It's almost nine-thirty.'
'He'll be here,' you say, knowing very well that he will be.
You follow Mom out to wash the dishes. Each sound, each rattle of spoon or dish is amplified in the baked evening. Silently, you go to the living-room, remove the couch cushions and, together, yank it open and extend it down into the double bed that it secretly is. Mother makes the bed, punching pillows neatly to flump them up for your head. Then, as you are unbuttoning your shirt, she says:
'Wait a while, Doug.'
'Why?'
'Because. I say so.'
'You look funny, Mom.'
Mom sits down a moment, then stands up, goes to the door, and calls. You listen to her calling and calling Skipper, Skipper, Skiiiiiiiiperrrrrrr over and over. Her calling goes out into the summer-warm dark and never comes back. The echoes pay no attention.
Skipper.
Skipper!
And as you sit on the floor a coldness that is not ice-cream and not winter, and not part of summer's heat, goes through you. You notice Mom's eyes sliding, blinking; the way she stands undecided and is nervous. All of these things.
She opens the screen door. Stepping out into the night she walks down the steps and down the front sidewalk under the lilac bush. You listen to her moving feet.
She calls again. Silence.
She calls twice more. You sit in the room. Any moment now Skipper will reply, from down the long, long narrow street:
'All right, Mom! All right, Mother! Hey!'
But he doesn't answer. And for two minutes you sit looking at the made-up bed, the silent radio, the silent phonograph, at the chandelier with its crystal bobbins gleaming quietly, at the rug with the scarlet and purple curlicues on it. You stub your toe on the bed purposely to see if it hurts. It does.
Whining, the screen door opens, and Mother says,
'Come on, Shorts. We'll take a walk.'
'Where to?'
'Just down the block. Come on. Better put your shoes on, though. You'll catch cold.'
'No, I won't. I'll be all right.'
You take her hand. Together you walk down St. James street. You smell lilacs in blossom; fallen apples lying crushed and odorous in the deep grass. Underfoot, the concrete is still warm, and the crickets are sounding louder against the darkening dark. You reach a corner, turn, and walk towards the ravine.
Off somewhere, a car goes by, flashing its lights in the distance. There is such a complete lack of life, light and activity. Here and there, back off from where you are walking towards the ravine you see faint squares of light where people are still up. But most of the houses, darkened, are sleeping already, and there are a few lightless places where the occupants of a dwelling sit talking low dark talk on their front porches. You hear a porch swing squeaking as you walk near.
'I wish your father was home,' says Mother. Her large hand tightens around your small one. 'Just wait'll I get that boy. I'll spank him within an inch of his life.'
A razor strop hangs in the kitchen for this. You think of it, remember when Dad has doubled and flourished it with muscled control over your frantic limbs. You doubt Mother will carry out her promise.
Now you have walked another block and are standing by the holy black silhouette of the German Baptist Church at the Corner of Chapel Street and Glen Rock. In back of the church a hundred yards away, the ravine begins. You can smell it. It has a dark sewer, rotten foliage, thick green odour. It is a wide ravine that cuts and twists across the town, a jungle by day, a place to let alone at night, Mother has often declared.
You should feel encouraged by the nearness of the German Baptist Church, but you are not — because the building is not illumined, is cold and useless as a pile of ruins on the ravine edge.
You are only eight years old, you know little of death, fear, or dread. Death is the waxen effigy in the coffin when you were six and Grandfather passed away — looking like a great fallen vulture in his casket, silent, withdrawn, no more to tell you how to be a good boy, no more to comment succinctly on politics. Death is your little sister one morning when you awaken at the age of seven, look into her crib and see her staring up at you with a blind blue, fixed and frozen stare until the men came with a small wicker basket to take her away. Death is when you stand by her high-chair four weeks later and suddenly realize she'll never be in it again, laughing and crying and making you jealous of her because she was born. That is death.
But this is more than death. This summer night wading deep in time and stars and warm eternity. It is an essence of all the things you will ever feel or see or hear in your life again, being brought steadily home to you all at once.
Leaving the pavement, you walk along a trodden, pebbled, weed-fringed path to the ravine's edge. Crickets, in loud full drumming chorus now, are shouting to quiver the dead. You follow obediently behind brave, fine, tall Mother who is defender of all the universe. You feel braveness because she goes before, and you hang back a trifle for a moment, and then hurry on, too. Together, then, you approach, reach and pause at the very edge of civilization.
The ravine.
Here and now, down there in that pit of jungled blackness is suddenly all the evil you will ever know. Evil you will never understand. All of the nameless things are there. Later, when you have grown you'll be given names to label them with. Meaningless syllables to describe the waiting nothingness. Down there in the huddled shadow, among thick trees and trailed vines, lives the odour of decay. Here, at this spot, civilization ceases, reason ends, and a universal evil takes over.
You realize you are alone. You and your mother. Her hand trembles.
Her handtrembles.
Your belief in your private world is shattered. You feel Mother tremble. Why? Is she, too, doubtful? But she is bigger, stronger, more intelligent than yourself, isn't she? Does she, too, feel that intangible menace, that groping out of darkness, that crouching malignancy down below? Is there, then, no strength in growing up? no solace in being an adult? no sanctuary in life? no flesh citadel strong enough to withstand the scrabbling assault of midnights? Doubts flush you. Ice-cream lives again in your throat, stomach, spine and limbs; you are instantly cold as a wind out of December-gone.
You realize that all men are like this. That each person is to himself one alone. One oneness, a unit in a society, but always afraid. Like here, standing. If you should scream now, if you should holler for help, would it matter?
You are so close to the ravine now that in the instant of your scream, in the interval between someone hearing it and running to find you, much could happen.
Blackness could come swiftly, swallowing; and in one titanically freezing moment all would be concluded. Long before dawn, long before police with flashlights might probe the disturbed pathway, long before men with trembling brains could rustle down the pebbles to your help. Even if they were within five hundred yards of you now, and helpcertainlyis, in three seconds a dark tide could rise to take all eight years of life away from you and —
The essential impact of life's loneliness crushes your beginning-to-tremble body. Mother is alone, too. She cannot look to the sanctity of marriage, the protection of her family's love, she cannot look to the United States Constitution or the City Police, she cannot look anywhere, in this very instant, save into her heart, and there she'll find nothing but uncontrollable repugnance and a will to fear. In this instant it is an individual problem seeking an individual solution. You must accept being alone and work on from there.
You swallow hard, cling to her. Oh, Lord, don't let her die, please, you think. Don't do anything to us. Father will be coming home from lodge-meeting in an hour and if the house is empty. . .?
Mother advances down the path into the primeval jungle. Your voice trembles. 'Mom. Skip's all right. Skip's all right. He's all right. Skip's all right.'
Mother's voice is strained high. 'He always comes through here. I tell him not to, but those darned kids, they come through here anyway. Some night he'll come through and never come out again — '
Never come out again. That could mean anything. Tramps. Criminals. Darkness. Accident. Most of all — death.
Alone in the universe.
There are a million small towns like this all over the world. Each as dark, as lonely, each as removed, as full of shuddering and wonder. The reedy playing of minor-key violins is the small towns' music, with no lights but many shadows. Oh the vast swelling loneliness of them. The secret damp ravines of them. Life is a horror lived in them at night, when at all sides sanity, marriage, children, happiness, is threatened by an ogre called Death.
Mother raises her voice into the dark.
'Skip! Skipper!' she calls. 'Skip! Skipper!'
Suddenly, both of you realize there is something wrong. Something very wrong. You listen intently and realize what it is. The crickets have stopped chirping.
Silence is complete.
Never in your life a silence like this one. One so utterly complete. Why should the crickets cease? Why? What reason? They have never stopped ever before. Not ever.
Unless. Unless —
Something is going to happen.
It is as if the whole ravine is tensing, bunching together its black fibres, drawing in power from all about sleeping countrysides, for miles and miles. From dew-sodden forest and dells and rolling hills where dogs tilt heads to moons, from all around the great silence is sucked into one centre, and you at the core of it. In ten seconds now, something will happen, something will happen. The crickets keep their truce, the stars are so low you can almost brush the tinsel. There are swarms of them, hot and sharp.
Growing, growing, the silence. Growing, growing the tenseness. Oh it's so dark, so far away from everything. Oh God!
And then, way way off across the ravine:
'Okay Mom! Coming, Mother!'
And again:
'Hi, Mom! Coming, Mom!'
And then the quick scuttering of tennis shoes padding down through the pit of the ravine as three kids come dashing, giggling. Your brother Skipper, Chuck Redman and Augie Bartz. Running, giggling.
The stars suck up like the stung antennae of ten million snails.
The crickets sing!
The darkness pulls back, startled, shocked, angry. Pulls back, losing its appetite at being so rudely interrupted as it prepared to feed. As the dark retreats like a wave on a shore, three kids pile out of it, laughing.
'Hi, Mom! Hi, Shorts! Hey!'
It smells like Skipper all right. Sweat and grass and his oiled leather baseball glove.
'Young man, you're going to get a licking,' declares Mother. She puts away her fear instantly. You know she will never tell anybody of it, ever. It will be in her heart though, for all time, as it is in your heart, for all time.
You walk home to bed in the late summer night. You are glad Skipper is alive. Very glad. For a moment there you thought —
Far off in the dim moonlit country, over a viaduct and down a valley, a train goes rushing along and it whistles like a lost metal thing, nameless and running. You go to bed, shivering, beside your brother, listening to that train whistle, and thinking of a cousin who lived way out in the country where that train is now; a cousin who died of pneumonia late at night years and years ago. . . You smell the sweat of Skip beside you. It is magic. You stop trembling. You hear footsteps outside the house on the sidewalk, as Mother is turning out the lights. A man clears his throat in a way you recognize.
Mom says, 'That's your father.'
It is.
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No Particular Night or Morning
HE HAD smoked a packet of cigarettes in two hours.
“How far out in space are we?”
“A billion miles.”
“A billion miles from where?” said Hitchcock
“It all depends,” said Clemens, not smoking at all. “A billion miles from home, you might say.”
“Then say it.”
“Home. Earth. New York. Chicago. Wherever you were from.”
“I don’t even remember,” said Hitchcock. “I don’t even believe there is an Earth now, do you?”
“Yes,” said Clemens. “I dreamt about it this morning.”
“There is no morning in space.”
“During the night then.”
“It’s always night,” said Hitchcock quietly. “Which night do you mean?”
“Shut up,” said Clemens irritably. “Let me finish.” Hitchcock lit another cigarette. His hand did not shake, but it looked as if, inside the sunburned flesh, it might be tremoring all to itself, a small tremor in each hand and a large invisible tremor in his body. The two men sat on the observation corridor floor, looking out at the stars. Clemens’s eyes flashed, but Hitchcock’s eyes focused on nothing; they were blank and puzzled.
“I woke up at 0500 hours myself,” said Hitchcock, as if he were talking to his right hand. “And I heard myself screaming, ‘Where am I? where am I?’ And the answer was ‘Nowhere!’ And I said, ‘Where’ve I been?’ And I said, ‘Earth!’ ‘What’s Earth?’ I wondered. ‘Where I was born,’ I said. But it was nothing and worse than nothing. I don’t believe in anything I can’t see or hear or touch. I can’t see Earth, so why should I believe in it? It’s safer this way, not to believe.”
“There’s Earth.” Clemens pointed, smiling. “That point of light there.”
“That’s not Earth; that’s our sun. You can’t see Earth from here.”
“I can see it. I have a good memory.
“It’s not the  same,  you fool,” said Hitchcock suddenly. There was a touch of anger in his voice. “I mean see it. I’ve always been that way. When I’m in Boston, New York is dead. When I’m in New York, Boston is dead. When I don’t see a man for a day, he’s dead. When he comes walking down the street, my God, it’s a resurrection. I do a dance, almost, I’m so glad to see him. I used to, anyway. I don’t dance any more. I just look. And when the man walks off, he’s dead again.”
Clemens laughed. “It’s simply that your mind works on a primitive level. You can’t hold to things. You’ve got no imagination, Hitchcock old man. You’ve got to learn to hold on.”
“Why should I hold onto things I can’t use?” said Hitchcock, his eyes wide, still staring into space. “I’m practical. If Earth isn’t here for me to walk on, you want me to walk on a memory? That  hurts.  Memories, as my father once said, are porcupines. To hell with them! Stay away from them. They make you unhappy. They ruin your work. They make you cry.”
“I’m walking on Earth right now,” said Clemens, squinting to himself, blowing smoke.
“You’re kicking porcupines. Later in the day you won’t be able to eat lunch, and you’ll wonder why,” said Hitchcock in a dead voice. “And it’ll be because you’ve got a footful of quills aching in you. To hell with it! If I can’t drink it, pinch it, punch it, or lie on it, then I say drop it in the sun. I’m dead to Earth. It’s dead to me. There’s no one in New York weeping for me tonight. Shove New York. There isn’t any season here; winter and summer are gone. So is spring, and autumn. It isn’t any particular night or morning; it’s space and space. The only thing right now is you and me and this rocket ship. And the only thing I’m positive of is  me.  That’s all of it.”
Clemens ignored this. “I’m putting a nickel in the phone slot right now,” he said, pantomiming it with a slow smile. “And calling my girl in Evanston. Hello, Barbara!”
The rocket sailed on through space.
The lunch bell rang at 1305 hours. The men ran by on soft rubber sneakers and sat at the cushioned tables.
Clemens wasn’t hungry.
“See, what did I tell you!” said Hitchcock. “You and your damned porcupines! Leave them alone, like I told you. Look at me, shoveling away food.” He said this with a mechanical, slow, and unhumorous voice. “Watch me.” He put a big piece of pie in his mouth and felt it with his tongue. He looked at the pie on his plate as if to see the texture. He moved it with his fork. He felt the fork handle. He mashed the lemon filling and watched it jet up between the tines. Then he touched a bottle of milk all over and poured out half a quart into a glass, listening to it. He looked at the milk as if to make it whiter. He drank the milk so swiftly that he couldn’t have tasted it. He had eaten his entire lunch in a few minutes, cramming it in feverishly, and now he looked around for more, but it was gone. He gazed out the window of the rocket, blankly. “Those aren’t real, either,” he said.
“What?” asked Clemens.
“The stars. Who’s ever touched one? I can see them, sure, but what’s the use of seeing a thing that’s a million or a billion miles away? Anything that far off isn’t worth bothering with.”
“Why did you come on this trip?” asked Clemens suddenly.
Hitchcock peered into his amazingly empty milk glass and clenched it tight, then relaxed his hand and clenched it again. “I don’t know.” He ran his tongue on the glass rim. “I just had to, is all. How do you know why you do anything in this life?”
“You liked the idea of space travel? Going places?”
“I don’t know. Yes. No. It wasn’t going places. It was being  between.”  Hitchcock for the first time tried to focus his eyes upon something, but it was so nebulous and far off that his eyes couldn’t make the adjustment, though he worked his face and hands. “Mostly it was space. So much space. I liked the idea of nothing on top, nothing on the bottom, and a lot of nothing in between, and me in the middle of the nothing.”
“I never heard it put that way before.”
“I  just put it that way; I hope you listened.”
Hitchcock took out his cigarettes and lit up and began to suck and blow the smoke, again and again.
Clemens said, “What sort of childhood did you have, Hitchcock?”
“I was never young. Whoever I was then is dead. That’s more of your quills. I don’t want a hide full, thanks. I’ve always figured it that you die each day and each day is a box, you see, all numbered and neat; but never go back and lift the lids, because you’ve died a couple of thousand times in your life, and that’s a lot of corpses, each dead a different way, each with a worse expression. Each of those days is a different you, somebody you don’t know or understand or want to understand.”
“You’re cutting yourself off, that way.”
“Why should I have anything to do with that younger Hitchcock? He was a fool, and he was yanked around and taken advantage of and used. His father was no good, and he was glad when his mother died, because she was the same. Should I go back and see his face on that day and gloat over it? He was a fool.”
“We’re all fools,” said Clemens, “all the time. It’s just we’re a different kind each day. We think, I’m not a fool today. I’ve learned my lesson. I was a fool yesterday but not this morning. Then tomorrow we find out that, yes, we were a fool today too. I think the only way we can grow and get on in this world is to accept the fact we’re not perfect and live accordingly.”
“I don’t want to remember imperfect things,” said Hitchcock.  “I can’t shake hands with that younger Hitchcock, can I? Where he? Can you find him for me? He’s dead, so to hell with him! I won’t shape what I do tomorrow by some lousy thing I did yesterday.”
“You’ve got it wrong.”
“Let me have it then.” Hitchcock sat, finished with his meal, looking out the port. The other men glanced at him.
“Do meteors exist?” asked Hitchcock.
“You know damn well they do.”
“In our radar machines—yes, as streaks of light in space. No, I don’t believe in anything that doesn’t exist and act in my presence. Sometimes”—he nodded at the men finishing their food—”sometimes I don’t believe in anyone or anything but me.” He sat up. “Is there an upstairs to this ship?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve got to see it immediately.”
“Don’t get excited.”
“You wait here; I’ll be right back.” Hitchcock walked out swiftly. The other men sat nibbling their food slowly. A moment passed. One of the men raised his head. “How long’s this been going on? I mean Hitchcock.”
“Just today.”
“He acted funny the other day too.”
“Yes, but it’s worse today.”
“Has anyone told the psychiatrist?”
“We thought he’d come out of it. Everyone has a little touch of space the first time out. I’ve had it. You get wildly philosophical, then frightened. You break into a sweat, then you doubt your parentage, you don’t believe in Earth, you get drunk, wake up with a hang-over, and that’s it.”
“But Hitchcock don’t get drunk,” said someone. “I wish he would.”
“How’d he ever get past the examining board?”
“How’d we all get past? They need men. Space scares the hell out of most people. So the board lets a lot of borderlines through.”
“That man isn’t a borderline,” said someone. “He’s a fall-off-a-cliff-and-no-bottom-to-hit.”
They waited for five minutes. Hitchcock didn’t come back. Clemens finally got up and went out and climbed the circular stair to the flight deck above. Hitchcock was there, touching the wall tenderly.
“It’s here,” he said.
“Of course it is.”
“I was afraid it might not be.” Hitchcock peered at Clemens. “And you’re alive.”
“I have been for a long time.”
“No,” said Hitchcock. “Now, just  now,  this  instant,  while you’re here with me, you’re alive. A moment ago you weren’t anything.”
“I was to me,” said the other.
“That’s not important. You weren’t here with me,” said Hitchcock. “Only that’s important. Is the crew down below?”
“Yes.”
“Can you prove it?”
“Look, Hitchcock, you’d better see Dr. Edwards. I think you need a little servicing.”
“No, I’m all right. Who’s the doctor, anyway? Can you prove he’s on this ship?”
“I can. All I have to do is call him."
“No. I mean, standing here, in this instant, you can’t prove he’s here, can you?”
“Not without moving, I can’t.”
“You see. You have no mental evidence. That’s what I want, a mental evidence I can  feel.  I don’t want physical evidence, proof you have to go out and drag in. I want evidence that you can carry in your mind and always touch and smell and feel. But there’s no way to do that. In order to believe in a thing you’ve got to carry it with you. You can’t carry the Earth, or a man, in your pocket. I want a way to do that, carry things with me always, so I can believe in them. How clumsy to have to go to all the trouble of going out and bringing in something terribly physical to prove something. I hate physical things because they can be left behind and become impossible to believe in then.”
“Those are the rules of the game.”
“I want to change them. Wouldn’t it be fine if we could  prove  things with our mind, and know for certain that things are always in their place. I’d like to know what a place is  like  when I’m  not there.  I’d like to be  sure.”
“That’s not possible.”
“You know,” said Hitchcock, “I first got the idea of coming out into space about five years ago. About the time I lost my job. Did you know I wanted to be a writer? Oh yes, one of those men who always talk about writing but rarely write. And too much temper. So I lost my good job and left the editorial business and couldn’t get another job and went on down hill. Then my wife died. You see, nothing stays where you put it—you can’t trust material things. I had to put my boy in an aunt’s trust, and things got worse; then one day I had a story published with my name on it, but it wasn’t me.”
“I don’t get you.”
Hitchcock’s face was pale and sweating.
“I can only say that I looked at the page with my name under the title. By Joseph Hitchcock. But it was some other man. There was no way to  prove—actually  prove, really  prove—that that man was me. The story was familiar—I knew I had written it—but that name on the paper still was not me. It was a symbol, a name. It was alien. And then I realized that even if I did become successful at writing, it would never mean a thing to me, because I couldn’t identify myself with that name. It would be soot and ashes. So I didn’t write any more. I was never sure, anyway, that the stories I had in my desk a few days later were mine, though I remembered typing them. There was always that gap of proof. That gap between doing and having done. What is done is dead and is not proof, for it is not an action. Only actions are important. And pieces of paper were remains of actions done and over and now unseen. The proof of doing was over and done. Nothing but memory remained, and I didn’t trust my memory. Could I actually  prove  I’d written these stories? No. Can  any  author? I mean  proof.  I mean action as proof. No. Not really. Not unless someone sits in the room while you type, and then maybe you’re doing it from memory. And once a thing is accomplished there is no proof, only memory. So then I began to find gaps between everything. I doubted I was married or had a child or ever had a job in my life. I doubted that I had been born in Illinois and had a drunken father and swinish mother. I couldn’t prove anything. Oh yes, people could say, ‘You are thus and so and such and such,’ but that was nothing.”
“You should get your mind off stuff like that,” said Clemens. “I can’t. All the gaps and spaces. And that’s how I got to thinking about the stars. I thought how I’d like to be in a rocket ship, in space, in nothing, in  nothing,  going on into nothing, with just a thin something, a thin eggshell of metal holding me, going on away from all the somethings with gaps in them that couldn’t prove themselves. I knew then that the only happiness for me was space. When I get to Aldebaran II I’ll sign up to return on the five-year journey to Earth and so go back and forth like a shuttlecock all the rest of my life.”
“Have you talked about this to the psychiatrist?”
“So he could try to mortar up the gaps for me, fill in the gulfs with noise and warm water and words and hands touching me, and all that? No, thanks.” Hitchcock stopped. “I’m getting worse, aren’t I? I thought so. This morning when I woke up I thought, I’m getting worse. Or is it better?” He paused again and cocked an eye at Clemens. “Are you there? Are you  really  there? Go on, prove it.”
Clemens slapped him on the arm, hard.
“Yes,” said Hitchcock, rubbing his arm, looking at it very thoroughly, wonderingly, massaging it. “You were there. For a brief fraction of an instant. But I wonder if you are—now.
“See you later,” said Clemens. He was on his way to find the doctor. He walked away.
A bell rang. Two bells, three bells rang. The ship rocked as if a hand had slapped it. There was a sucking sound, the sound of a vacuum cleaner turned on. Clemens heard the screams and felt the air thin. The air hissed away about his ears. Suddenly there was nothing in his nose or lungs. He stumbled and then the hissing stopped.
He heard someone cry, “A meteor.” Another said, “It’s patched!” And this was true. The ship’s emergency spider, running over the outside of the hull, had slapped a hot patch on the hole in the metal and welded it tight.
Someone was talking and talking and then beginning to shout at a distance. Clemens ran along the corridor through the freshening, thickening air. As he turned in at a bulkhead he saw the hole in the steel wall, freshly sealed; he saw the meteor fragments lying about the room like bits of a toy. He saw the captain and the members of the crew and a man lying on the floor. It was Hitchcock. His eyes were closed and he was crying. “It tried to kill me,” he said, over and over. “It tried to kill me.” They got him on his feet. “It can’t do that,” said Hitchcock. “That’s not how it should be. Things like that can’t happen, can they? It came in after  me.  Why did it do that?”
“All right, all right Hitchcock,” said the captain.
The doctor was bandaging a small cut on Hitchcock’s arm. Hitchcock looked up, his face pale, and saw Clemens there looking at him. “It tried to  kill  me,” he said.
“I know,” said Clemens.
Seventeen hours passed. The ship moved on in space.
Clemens stepped through a bulkhead and waited. The psychiatrist and the captain were there. Hitchcock sat on the floor with his legs drawn up to his chest, arms wrapped tight about them.
“Hitchcock,” said the captain.
No answer.
“Hitchcock, listen to me,” said the psychiatrist.
They turned to Clemens. “You’re his friend?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want to help us?”
“If I can.”
“It was that damned meteor,” said the captain. “This might not have happened if it hadn’t been for that.”
“It would’ve come anyway, sooner or later,” said the doctor. To Clemens: “You might talk to him.”
Clemens walked quietly over and crouched by Hitchcock and began to shake his arm gently, calling in a low voice, “Hey there, Hitchcock.”
No reply.
“Hey, it’s me. Me, Clemens,” said Clemens. “Look, I’m here.” He gave the arm a little slap. He massaged the rigid neck, gently, and the back of the bent-down head. He glanced at the psychiatrist, who sighed very softly. The captain shrugged.
“Shock treatment, Doctor?”
The psychiatrist nodded. “We’ll start within the hour.” Yes, thought Clemens, shock treatment. Play a dozen jazz records for him, wave a bottle of fresh green chlorophyll and dandelions under his nose, put grass under his feet, squirt Chanel on the air, cut his hair, clip his fingernails, bring him a woman, shout, bang and crash at him, fry him with electricity, fill the gap and the gulf, but where’s your proof? You can’t keep proving to him forever. You can’t entertain a baby with rattles and sirens all night every night for the next thirty years. Sometime you’ve got to stop. When you do that, he’s lost again. That is, if he pays any attention to you at all.
“Hitchcock!” he cried, as loud as he could, almost frantically, as if he himself were falling over a cliff. “It’s me. It’s your pal! Hey!”
Clemens turned and walked away out of the silent room.
Twelve hours later another alarm bell rang.
After all of the running had died down, the captain explained: “Hitchcock snapped out of it for a minute or so. He was alone. He climbed into a space suit. He opened an airlock. Then he walked out into space—alone.”
Clemens blinked through the immense glass port, where there was a blur of stars and distant blackness. “He’s out there now?”
“Yes. A million miles behind us. We’d never find him. First time I knew he was outside the ship was when his helmet radio came in on our control-room beam. I heard him talking to himself.”
“What did he say?”
“Something like ‘No more space ship now. Never was any. No people. No people in all the universe. Never were any. No planets. No stars.’ That’s what he said. And then he said something about his hands and feet and legs. ‘No hands,’ he said. ‘I haven’t any hands any more. Never had any. No feet. Never had any. Can’t prove it. No body. Never had any. No lips. No face. No head. Nothing. Only space. Only space. Only the gap.’”
The men turned quietly to look from the glass port out into the remote and cold stars.
Space, thought Clemens. The space that Hitchcock loved so well. Space, with nothing on top, nothing on the bottom, a lot of empty nothings between, and Hitchcock falling in the middle of the nothing, on his way to no particular night and no particular morning. . . .
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Nothing Changes
There is this truly wonderful bookstore by the ocean where you can hear the tide under the pier, shaking the shop, the books on the shelves, and you.
The shop is dark and has a tin roof above the ten thousand books from which you blow dust in order to turn pages.
And it is not just the tide below but the tide above that I love when storm rains shatter that tin roof, banging it like orchestras of machine-gun-cymbal-and-drum. Whenever it is a dark midnight at noon, if not in my soul, like Ishmael, I head for the storm beneath and the storm above, tambourining the tin and knocking silverfish off forgotten authors, row on row. With my smile for a flashlight, I linger all day.
Pure hyperventilation in storms, I arrived one noon at White Whale Books, where I walked, slowly, to the entrance. My anxious taxi driver pursued with his umbrella. I held him off. "Please," I said. "Iwantto get wet!"
"Nut!" cried the cabbie and left.
Gloriously damp, I ducked inside, shook myself like a dog, and froze, eyes shut, hearing the rain bang that high tin roof.
"Which way?" I said to the darkness.
Intuition said left.
I turned and found, in the tintinnabulation of downpour (what a great word: tintinnabulation!) stacks of shelves of old high school annuals which I usually avoid like funerals.
For bookshops are, by their nature, graveyards where old elephants drop their bones.
Uneasily, then, I prowled the high school yearbooks to read the spines: Burlington, Vermont, Orange, New Jersey, Roswell, New Mexico, big sandwiches of memorabilia from fifty states. I did not touch my own godforsaken yearbook, which lay buried with its scribbled time-capsule insults from the Great Depression: "Get lost, sappo. Jim." "Have a great life, you should live so long. Sam." "To a fine writer, lousy lover. Fay."
I blew the dust off Remington High, Pennsylvania, to thumb through scores of baseball, basketball, football braves no longer brave.
1912.
I scanned ten dozen bright faces.
You, you, and you, I thought. Was your life good? Did you marry well? Did your kids like you? Was there a great first love and another later? How, how did itgo?
Too many flowers here from too many biers. All those eager eyes staring above their wondrous smiles.
I almost shut the book but ...
My finger stayed on the pictures of the 1912 graduating class, with World War I not yet, unimagined and unknown, when I blinked at one snapshot and gasped:
"My God! Charles! Old CharlieNesbitt!"
Yes! Framed there in a far year, with his freckles, roostercomb hair, big ears, flared nostrils, and corncob teeth. Charles Woodley Nesbitt!
"Charlie!" I cried.
The rain buckshot the tin roof above. The cold blew down my neck.
"Charlie," I whispered. "What're you doinghere?"
I carried the book out to a better light, heart thumping, and stared.
The name under the picture was Reynolds. Winton Reynolds.
 
Destined for Harvard.
 
Wants to make a million.
 
Likes golf.
 
 
But thepicture?
"Charlie,dammit!"
Charlie Nesbitt was god-awful homely, a tennis pro, top gymnast, speed swimmer, girl collector. How come? Did those ears, teeth, and nostrils make girls swarm? Tobelike him, we would have signed up for lessons.
And now here he was on a wrong page of an old book in a lost year with his berserk smile and crazed ears.
Could there once have beentwoCharlie Nesbitts alive? Identical twins, separated at birth? Hell. My Charlie was born in 1920, same as me. Wait!
I dodged back in the stacks to grab my 1938 yearbook and riffle the graduate photos until I found:
 
Wants to be a golf pro.
 
Heads for Princeton.
 
Hopes to be rich.
 
 
 
Charles Woodley Nesbitt.
The same goofy teeth, ears, and multitudinous freckles!
I placed the two annuals to study these seeming "twins."
Seemed? No! Absolutely the same!
Rain drummed the high tin roof.
"Hell, Charlie, hell, Winton!"
I carried the books up front where Mr. Lemley, as old as his books, peered at me over his Ben Franklin specs.
"Foundthose,did you? Take 'em. Free."
"Mr. Lemley, look … "
I showed him the pictures and the names.
"I'll be damned." He snorted. "Same family? Brothers? Naw. Same fella, though. How'd you find this?"
"Just did."
"Give me the collywobbles. Coincidence. One in a million births, right?"
"Yeah." I turned the pages back and forth, over and over. "But what if all the faces inallthe annuals in all the towns in all the states, hell, what if theyall lookalike!
"What'd I justsay?" I cried, hearing myself.
What ifallthe faces in all the annuals were thesame!
"Outta the way!" I shouted.
Tearing up the cabbage patch is how Mr. Lemley told it later. If the God of Vengeance and Terror was Shiva with many arms, I was a small but louder god, with a dozen hands seizing books, cursing at revelations, frights, and elations, alone, as witness to a big parade marching nowhere, with separate bands and different choirs in towns strewn across a blind world. From time to time as I leaped through the stacks, Mr. Lemley brought coffee and whispered: "Rest up."
"You don't understand!" I cried.
"No, I don't. Howoldare you?"
"Forty-nine!"
"Act like a nine-year-old running up the aisle at a bad movie, peeing."
"Good advice!" I ran and came back.
Mr. Lemley checked the linoleum for wet spots. "Continue."
I seized more annuals:
"Ella, there's Ellaagain.Tom, there's Tom who looks like Joe, and Frank, a dead ringer for Ralph. Ringer, hell, spittin'image! And Helen who's a twin to Cora!
And Ed and Phil and Morris to fit Roger and Alan and Pat. Christ!"
I had two dozen books butterflied, some torn in my haste. "I'll pay, Mr. Lemley, I'llpay!"
In the mist of the storm-fever I stopped on page 47 of the Cheyenne 1911Book of High School Remembrances.
For there was the sap, the simpleton, the ignoramus, the shy wimp, the lost soul.
His name, in that lost year?
Douglas Driscoll.
His message to the future?
 
Admired as a thespian.
 
Will soon join the unemployed.
 
Headed for literary distinction.
 
 
Poor fool, lost dreamer, final achiever.
Douglas Driscoll, Cheyenne, 1911.
Me.
My eyes streaming tears, I bumped my way out of the twilight stacks to show my melancholy gift to Mr. Lemley.
"Gosh." He touched the picture. "Thatcan'tbe someone named Driscoll.
"That's got to be," he said, "you."
"Yes, sir."
"Damn," he said, softly. "Youknowthis boy?"
"No."
"Got any relatives in … Wyoming?"
"No, sir."
"How'd you come on this?"
"Wild hunch."
"Yeah, you really tore up the tundra." He studied my identical twin, half a century ago. "What will you do? Look this fellaup?"
"If graveyards count for looking."
"Itisa long time back. How about his kids, orgrandkids?"
"What would I tell them? They wouldn't necessarily look like him anyway."
"Hell," said Mr. Lemley. "If one kid looks like you, 1911, why not someoneclose.Twenty years ago, or, hot damn,thisyear?"
"Repeat that!" I cried.
"Thisyear?"
"Yougotsome?Thisyear's yearbooks?"
"God, I dunno. Hey, why are youdoingthis?"
"You ever feel," I shouted, "you're on the verge of a bombshell annihilating discovery?"
"Swimming once I found a big chunk of something awful. Ambergris! I thought. Sell it to a perfume factory for thousands! I ran to show the damned stuff to the lifeguard. Ambergris? Horseflies! I flung it back in the sea.Thatkind of annihilating discovery?"
"Maybe. Genealogies. Genetics."
"From what year?"
"Lincoln," I said. "Washington, Henry the Eighth. God, I feel as if I found all Creation, some obvious truth that's been sitting right in front of us forever and we didn't see. This could change history!"
"Or spoil it," said Mr. Lemley. "You sure you ain't been drinking back there in the stacks? Don't stand there. Go!"
"One side or a leg-off," I said.
I read and tossed, tossed and read, but there were no really new annuals. Phone calls and airmail was the answer.
"Jeez Christopher," observed Mr. Lemley. "Can you afford todothat?"
"I'll die if I don't."
"And die if you do. Closing time. Lights out."
 
The annuals streamed in during the week before graduations all across the country.
I stayed up two nights, sleepless, riffling, Xeroxing pages, tallying lists, twinning pasteups of ten dozen new faces against ten dozen old.
Christ, I thought, you damn stupid blind idiot on a runaway train. How do you steer? Where the hell is it going? And, oh God,why?
I had no answers. Gone mad, I mailed and phoned, sent and got back, like a blind man in a closet sorting clothes, trying inanities, discarding reason.
The mail was an avalanche.
It could not be, and yet it was. All biological rules? Out the window. The history of flesh was what? Darwinian "Sport." Genetic accidents that birthed new species. Derailed genes which spun the world afresh. But what if there were freak/sport replays? What if Nature hiccuped, and its needle jumpedback? Then, having lost its genetic mind, wouldn't it clone generation after generation of Williamses, Browns, and Smiths? Not related by family, no. But mindless rebirths, blind matter trapped in a mirror maze? Impossible.
Yet there it was. Dozens of faces repeated in hundreds of faces across the world! Twin upon twin,in excelsis.And where did that leave room for new flesh, a history of progress and survival?
Shut up, I thought, and drink your gin.
The cascade of high school annuals continued.
I flipped their pages like decks of cards until, at last ...
There it was.
Its arrival blew a hole in my stomach.
There was a name on page 124 of the Roswell High annual, published this week and just arrived. The name was:
William Clark Henderson.
I stared at his picture and saw:
Me.
Alive and graduating this week!
The other me.
An exact replica of every eyelash, eyebrow, small pore and large, ear fuzz and nostril hair.
Me. Myself. I.
No! I thought. I looked again.Yes!
I jumped. I ran.
Lugging a folder of pictures, I flew to Roswell and, sweating, grabbed a cab to reach Roswell High at twelve noon straight up.
The graduation procession had begun. I panicked. But then as the young men and women passed an immense calmness touched me. Destiny and Providence whispered as my gaze wandered over two hundred young faces in line and at some late-arriving wild smiles, manic with joy now that the long haul was over.
And still the young moved on their way to good or unborn wars, bad marriages, fine or awful employments.
And therehewas. William Clark Henderson.
The other me.
As he walked, laughing, with a pretty dark-haired girl, I traced my own profile in my high school annual long ago. I saw the soft line under his chin, the unshaven cheeks, the unfocused half-blind eyes that would never understand life but hide out in libraries, duck behind typewriters.
As he passed, he glanced up and froze.
I almost waved, but stopped for he could not make himself move.
He staggered as if struck in the chest. His face grew pale as he groped toward me and gasped.
"Dad! What're you doinghere?"
I felt my heart stop.
"Youcan'tbe here!" the young man cried, tears brimming his eyes. "You'redead! Died two years ago! Can't be. What? How?"
"No." I said at last. "I'm not … "
"Dad!" He seized my arms. "Oh, God! God!"
"Don't!" I said. "Not me!"
"Thenwho?" he pleaded and crushed his head against my chest. "What's goingon? Christ!"
"Please." I broke his grip. "They'rewaiting!"
He fell back. "I don't understand," he said, the tears flowing.
"Idon't understand," I said.
He lurched forward. I raised my hand swiftly. "No. Don't."
"Will you," he mourned, "be here … after?"
"Yes," I said, agonized. "No. I don'tknow."
"At leastwatch," he said.
I was silent.
"Please," he said.
At last I nodded and saw color in his face.
"What's goingon?" he asked again, bewildered.
They say that drowning victims' lives flash through their heads. Here, with William Clark Henderson frozen in the processional, my thoughts, sunk in revelations, sought answers, found none. Were there families worldwide with similar thoughts, plans, dreams locked in mirror-image flesh? Was there a genetic plot to seize the future? Would a day dawn when these unseen, unrecognized fathers, brothers, nephews, cousins rose as rulers? Or was this just God's ghost and spirit, his Providence, his unfathomable Will? Were we all identical seeds hurled forth in wide broadcasts so as not to collide?
Were we then in some broad and incalculable fashion, brother to wolves, birds, and antelope, all inked, spotted, colored the same, year on year and generation on generation back as far as minds could see? To what purpose? To economize on genes and chromosomes? Why? Would the faces of this Family, grown apart, vanish by 2001? Or would the replicas increase to envelop all cousined flesh? Or was it just a miracle of mere existence, misunderstood by two stunned fools shouting across blind generations on a summer's graduation day?
All this, all this exploded light dark, light dark across my gaze.
"What's going on?" the other me repeated.
For the line of young men and women was almost gone, quitting a scene where two idiots raved with two similar voices.
I said something, quietly, which he could not hear. When this is done, I thought, I must tear up the pictures, burn the notes. To continue this way, with old annuals, lost faces:madness! Trash it all, I thought.Now.
The young man's mouth trembled. I read his lips.
"Whatdid you just say?" he asked.
"Nothing changes," I whispered.
Then, louder:
"Nothing changes!"
I waited to hear Kipling's words to that song of great sadness: "Lord God of old, be with us yet. Lest we forget."
Lest we forget.
When I saw the diploma go into the hands of William Clark Henderson—
I backed off, weeping, and ran.
Annotation




 
 
On the Orient, North
It was on the Orient Express heading north from Venice to Paris to Calais that the old woman noticed the ghastly passenger.
He was a traveler obviously dying of some dread disease.
He occupied compartment 22 on the third car back, and had his meals sent in and only at twilight did he rouse to come sit in the dining car surrounded by the false electric lights and the sound of crystal and women’s laughter.
He arrived this night, moving with a terrible slowness to sit across the aisle from this woman of some years, her bosom like a fortress, her brow serene, her eyes with a kindness that had mellowed with time.
There was a black medical bag at her side, and a thermometer tucked in her mannish lapel pocket.
The ghastly man’s paleness caused her left hand to crawl up along her lapel to touch the thermometer.
‘Oh, dear,’ whispered Miss Minerva Halliday.
The maître d’ was passing. She touched his elbow and nodded across the aisle.
‘Pardon, but where is that poor man going?’
‘Calais and London, madame. If God is willing.’
And he hurried off.
Minerva Halliday, her appetite gone, stared across at that skeleton made of snow.
The man and the cutlery laid before him seemed one. The knives, forks and spoons jingled with a silvery cold sound. He listened, fascinated, as if to the sound of his inner soul as the cutlery crept, touched, chimed; a tintinnabulation from another sphere. His hands lay in his lap like lonely pets, and when the train swerved around a long curve his body, mindless, swayed now this way, now that, toppling.
At which moment the train took a greater curve and knocked the silverware, chittering. A woman at a far table, laughing, cried out:
‘I don’tbelieveit!’
To which a man with a louder laugh shouted:
‘Nor doI!’
The coincidence caused, in the ghastly passenger, a terrible melting. The doubting laughter had pierced his ears.
He visibly shrank. His eyes hollowed and one could almost imagine a cold vapor gasped from his mouth.
Miss Minerva Halliday, shocked, leaned forward and put out one hand. She heard herself whisper:
‘Ibelieve!’
The effect was instantaneous.
The ghastly passenger sat up. Color returned to his white cheeks. His eyes glowed with a rebirth of fire. His head swiveled and he stared across the aisle at this miraculous woman with words that cured.
Blushing furiously, the old nurse with the great warm bosom caught hold, rose, and hurried off.
Not five minutes later, Miss Minerva Halliday heard the maître d’ hurrying along the corridor, tapping on doors, whispering. As he passed her open door, he glanced at her.
‘Could it be that you are—’
‘No,’ she guessed, ‘not a doctor. But a registered nurse. Is it that old man in the dining car?’
‘Yes, yes! Please, madame, this way!’
The ghastly man had been carried back to his own compartment.
Reaching it, Miss Minerva Halliday peered within.
And there the strange man lay strewn, his eyes wilted shut, his mouth a bloodless wound, the only life in him the joggle of his head as the train swerved.
My God, she thought, he’sdead!
Out loud she said, ‘I’ll call if I need you.’
The maître d’ went away.
Miss Minerva Halliday quietly shut the sliding door and turned to examine the dead man – for surely he was dead. And yet.…
But at last she dared to reach out and touch the wrists in which so much ice-water ran. She pulled back, as if her fingers had been burned by dry ice. Then she leaned forward to whisper into the pale man’s face.
‘Listen very carefully.Yes?’
For answer, she thought she heard the coldest throb of a single heartbeat.
She continued. ‘I do not know how I guess this. I know who you are, and what you are sick of—’
The train curved. His head lolled as if his neck had been broken.
‘I’ll tell you what you’re dying from!’ she whispered. ‘You suffer a disease – ofpeople!’
His eyes popped wide, as if he had been shot through the heart. She said:
‘The people on this train are killing you.Theyare your affliction.’
Something like a breath stirred behind the shut wound of the man’s mouth.
‘Yesssss … ssss.’
Her grip tightened on his wrist, probing for some pulse:
‘You are from some middle European country, yes? Somewhere where the nights are long and when the wind blows, peoplelisten? But now things have changed, and you have tried to escape by travel, but …’
Just then, a party of young, wine-filled tourists bustled along the outer corridor, firing off their laughter.
The ghastly passenger withered.
‘How do … you …’ he whispered, ‘… know … thissss?’
‘I am a special nurse with a special memory. I saw, I met, someone like you when I was six—’
‘Saw?’ the pale man exhaled.
‘In Ireland, near Kileshandra. My uncle’s house, a hundred years old, full of rain and fog and there was walking on the roof late at night, and sounds in the hall as if the storm had come in, and then at last this shadow entered my room. It sat on my bed and the cold from his body mademecold. I remember and know it was no dream, for the shadow who came to sit on my bed and whisper … was much … like you.’
Eyes shut, from the depths of his arctic soul, the old sick man mourned in response:
‘And who … andwhat …am I?’
‘You are not sick. And you are not dying.… Youare–’
The whistle on the Orient Express wailed a long way off.
‘– a ghost,’ she said.
‘Yesssss!’ he cried.
It was a vast shout of need, recognition, assurance. He almost bolted upright.
‘Yes!’
At which moment there arrived in the doorway a young priest, eager to perform. Eyes bright, lips moist, one hand clutching his crucifix, he stared at the collapsed figure of the ghastly passenger and cried, ‘May I—?’
‘Last rites?’ The ancient passenger opened one eye like the lid on a silver box. ‘From you? No.’ His eye shifted to the nurse.‘Her!’
‘Sir!’ cried the young priest.
He stepped back, seized his crucifix as if it were a parachute ripcord, spun, and scurried off.
Leaving the old nurse to sit examining her now even more strange patient until at last he said:
‘How,’ he gasped, ‘canyounurseme?’
‘Why—’ she gave a small self-deprecating laugh. ‘We mustfinda way.’
With yet another wail, the Orient Express encountered more mileages of night, fog, mist, and cut through it with a shriek.
‘You are going to Calais?’ she said.
‘And beyond, to Dover, London, and perhaps a castle outside Edinburgh, where I will be safe—’
‘That’s almost impossible—’ She might as well have shot him through the heart. ‘No, no, wait, wait!’ she cried. ‘Impossible … withoutme! I will travel with you to Calais and across to Dover.’
‘But you do notknowme!’
‘Oh, but I dreamed you as a child, long before I met someone like you, in the mists and rains of Ireland. At age nine I searched the moors for the Baskerville Hound.’
‘Yes,’ said the ghastly passenger. ‘You are English and the Englishbelieve!’
‘True. Better than Americans, whodoubt. French? Cynics! English is best. There is hardly an old London house that does not have its sad lady of mists crying before dawn.’
At which moment the compartment door, shaken by a long curve of track, sprang wide. An onslaught of poisonous talk, of delirious chatter, of what could only be irreligious laughter poured in from the corridor. The ghastly passenger wilted.
Springing to her feet, Minerva Halliday slammed the door and turned to look with the familiarity of a lifetime of sleep-tossed encounters at her traveling companion.
‘You, now,’ she asked, ‘who exactly areyou?’
The ghastly passenger, seeing in her face the face of a sad child he might have encountered long ago, now described his life:
‘I have “lived” in one place outside Vienna for two hundred years. To survive, assaulted by atheists as well as true believers, I have hidden in libraries in dust-filled stacks there to dine on myths and moundyard tales. I have taken midnight feasts of panic and terror from bolting horses, baying dogs, catapulting tomcats … crumbs shaken from tomb lids. As the years passed, my compatriots of the unseen world vanished one by one as castles tumbled or lords rented out their haunted gardens to women’s clubs or bed-and-breakfast entrepreneurs. Evicted, we ghastly wanderers of the world have sunk in tar, bog, and fields of disbelief, doubt, scorn, or outright derision. With the populations and disbeliefs doubling by the day, all of my specter friends have fled. I am the last, trying to train across Europe to some safe, rain-drenched castle-keep where men are properly frightened by soots and smokes of wandering souls. England and Scotland for me!’
His voice faded into silence.
‘And your name?’ she said, at last.
‘Ihaveno name,’ he whispered. ‘A thousand fogs have visited my family plot. A thousand rains have drenched my tombstone. The chisel marks were erased by mist and water and sun. My name has vanished with the flowers and the grass and the marble dust.’ He opened his eyes.
‘Whyare you doing this?’ he said. ‘Helpingme?’
And at last she smiled, for she heard the right answer fall from her lips:
‘I have never in my life had alark.’
‘Lark!’
‘My life was that of a stuffed owl. I was not a nun, yet never married. Treating an invalid mother and a half-blind father, I gave myself to hospitals, tombstone beds, cries at night, and medicines that are not perfume to passing men. So, I am something of a ghost myself, yes? And now, tonight, sixty-six years on, I have at last found in you a patient, magnificently different, fresh, absolutely new. Oh, Lord, what a challenge. A race! I will pace you, to face people off the train, through the crowds in Paris, then the trip to the sea, off the train, on to the ferry! It will indeed be a—’
‘Lark!’ cried the ghastly passenger. Spasms of laughter shook him.
‘Larks? Yes,thatis what we are!’
‘But,’ she said, ‘in Paris, do they noteatlarks even while they roast priests?’
He shut his eyes and whispered, ‘Paris? Ah, yes.’
The train wailed. The night passed.
And they arrived in Paris.
And even as they arrived, a boy, no more than six, ran past and froze. He stared at the ghastly passenger and the ghastly passenger shot back a remembrance of antarctic ice floes. The boy gave a cry and fled. The old nurse flung the door wide to peer out.
The boy was gibbering to his father at the far end of the corridor. The father charged along the corridor, crying:
‘What goesonhere? Who has frightened my—?’
The man stopped. Outside the door he now fixed his gaze on this ghastly passenger on the slowing, braking Orient Express. He braked his own tongue. ‘– my son,’ he finished.
The ghastly passenger looked at him quietly with fog-gray eyes.
‘I—’ The Frenchman drew back, sucking his teeth in disbelief. ‘Forgive me!’ He gasped. ‘Regrets!’
And he turned to run, shove at his son. ‘Troublemaker. ‘Get!’ Their door slammed.
‘Paris!’ echoed through the train.
‘Hush and hurry!’ advised Minerva Halliday as she bustled her ancient friend out on to a platform milling with bad tempers and misplaced luggage.
‘I ammelting!’ cried the ghastly passenger.
‘Not whereI’mtaking you!’ She displayed a picnic hamper and flung him forth to the miracle of a single remaining taxi. And they arrived under a stormy sky at the Père Lachaise cemetery. The great gates were swinging shut. The nurse waved a handful of francs. The gate froze.
Inside, they wandered at peace among ten thousand monuments. So much cold marble was there, and so many hidden souls, that the old nurse felt a sudden dizziness, a pain in one wrist, and a swift coldness on the left side of her face. She shook her head, refusing this. And they walked on among the stones.
‘Where do we picnic?’ he said.
‘Anywhere,’ she said. ‘But carefully! For this is aFrenchcemetery! Packed with cynics!Armiesof egotists who burned people for their faith one year only to be burned fortheirfaith the next! So, pick. Choose!’ They walked. The ghastly passenger nodded. ‘This first stone. Beneath it:nothing. Death final, not awhisperof time. Thesecondstone: a woman, a secret believer because she loved her husband and hoped to see him again in eternity … a murmur of spirit here, the turning of a heart.Better. Now this third gravestone: a writer of thrillers for a French magazine. But helovedhis nights, his fogs, his castles.Thisstone is a proper temperature, like a good wine. So here we shall sit, dear lady, as you decant the champagne and we wait to go back to the train.’
She offered a glass, happily. ‘Canyou drink?’
‘One can try.’ He took it. ‘One can only try.’
The ghastly passenger almost ‘died’ as they left Paris. A group of intellectuals, fresh from seminars about Sartre’s ‘nausea,’ and hot-air ballooning about Simone de Beauvoir, streamed through the corridors, leaving the air behind them boiled and empty.
The pale passenger became paler.
The second stop beyond Paris, another invasion! A group of Germans surged aboard, loud in their disbelief of ancestral spirits, doubtful of politics, some even carrying books titledWas God Ever Home?
The Orient ghost sank deeper in his X-ray image bones.
‘Oh, dear,’ cried Miss Minerva Halliday, and ran to her own compartment to plunge back and toss down a cascade of books.
‘Hamlet!’she cried, ‘his father, yes?A Christmas Carol. Fourghosts!Wuthering Heights. Kathyreturns, yes? To haunt the snows? Ah,The Turn of the Screw, and …Rebecca! Then – my favorite!The Monkey’s Paw! Which?’
But the Orient ghost said not a Marley word. His eyes were locked, his mouth sewn with icicles.
‘Wait!’ she cried.
And opened the first book …
Where Hamlet stood on the castle wall and heard his ghost-of-a-father moan and so she said these words:
‘“Mark me … my hour is almost come … when I to sulfurous and tormenting flames … must render up myself …”’
And then she read:
‘“I am thy father’s spirit,/Doomed for a certain term to walk the night …”’
And again:
‘“… If thou didst ever thy dear father love … O, God!… Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder …”’
And yet again:
‘“… Murder most foul …”’
And the train ran in the night as she spoke the last words of Hamlet’s father’s ghost:
‘“… Fare thee well at once …”’
‘“… Adieu, adieu! Remember me.”’
And she repeated:
‘“… remember me!”’
And the Orient ghost quivered. She pretended not to notice but seized a further book:
‘“… Marley was dead, to begin with …”’
As the Orient train thundered across a twilight bridge above an unseen stream.
Her hands flew like birds over the books.
‘“I am the Ghost of Christmas Past!”’
Then:
‘“The Phantom Rickshaw glided from the mist and clop-clopped off into the fog—”’
And wasn’t there the faintest echo of a horse’s hooves behind, within the Orient ghost’s mouth?
‘“The beating beating beating, under the floorboards of the Old Man’s Telltale Heart!”’ she cried, softly.
Andthere! like the leap of a frog. The first faint pulse of the Orient ghost’s heart in more than an hour.
The Germans down the corridor fired off a cannon of disbelief.
Butshepoured the medicine:
‘“The Hound bayed out on the Moor—”’
And the echo of that bay, that most forlorn cry, came from her traveling companion’s soul, wailed from his throat.
And the night grew on and the moon arose and a Woman in White crossed a landscape, as the old nurse said and told, and a bat that became a wolf that became a lizard scaled a wall on the ghastly passenger’s brow.
And at last the train was silent with sleeping, and Miss Minerva Halliday let the last book drop with the thump of a body to the floor.
‘Requiescat in pace?’whispered the Orient traveler, eyes shut.
‘Yes.’ She smiled, nodding.‘Requiescat in pace.’And they slept.
And at last they reached the sea.
And there was mist, which became fog, which became scatters of rain, like a proper drench of tears from a seamless sky.
Which made the ghastly passenger open, ungum his mouth, and murmur thanks for the haunted sky and the shore visited by phantoms of tide as the train slid into the shed where the mobbed exchange would be made, a full train becoming a full boat.
The Orient ghost who stood well back, the last figure on a now self-haunted train.
‘Wait,’ he cried, softly, piteously. ‘That boat! There’s no place on it to hide! And thecustoms!’
But the customs men took one look at the pale face snowed under the dark cap and earmuffs, and swiftly flagged the wintry soul on to the ferry.
To be surrounded by dumb voices, ignorant elbows, layers of people shoving as the boat shuddered and moved and the nurse saw her fragile icicle melt yet again.
It was a mob of children shrieking by that made her say: ‘Quickly!’
And she all but lifted and carried the wicker man in the wake of the boys and girls.
‘No,’ cried the old passenger. ‘The noise!’
‘It’s special!’ The nurse hustled him through a door. ‘A medicine! Here!’
The old man stared around.
‘Why,’ he murmured. ‘This is – a playroom.’
And she steered him into the midst of all the screams and running.
‘Children!’ she called.
The children froze.
‘Story-telling time!’
They were about to run again when she added, ‘Ghoststory-telling time!’
She pointed casually to the ghastly passenger, whose pale moth fingers grasped the scarf about his icy throat.
‘All falldown!’ said the nurse.
The children plummeted with squeals to the floor. All about the Orient traveler, like Indians around a tepee, they stared up along his body to where blizzards ran odd temperatures in his gaping mouth.
He wavered. She quickly said:
‘Youdobelieve in ghosts,yes?’
‘Oh,yes!’ was the shout. ‘Yes!’
It was as if a ramrod had shot up his spine. The Orient traveler stiffened. The most brittle of tiny flinty sparks fired his eyes. Winter roses budded in his cheeks. And the more the children leaned, the taller he grew, and the warmer his complexion. With one icicle finger he pointed at their faces.
‘I,’ he whispered, ‘I,’ a pause. ‘Shall tell you a frightful tale. About arealghost!’
‘Oh,yes!’ cried the children.
And he began to talk and as the fever of his tongue conjured fogs, lured mists and invited rains, the children hugged and crowded close, a bed of charcoals on which he happily baked. And as he talked Nurse Halliday, backed off near the door, saw what he saw across the haunted sea, the ghost cliffs, the chalk cliffs, the safe cliffs of Dover and not so far beyond, waiting, the whispering towers, the murmuring castle-keeps, where phantoms were as they had always been, with the still attics waiting. And staring, the old nurse felt her hand creep up her lapel toward her thermometer. She felt her own pulse. A brief darkness touched her eyes.
And then one child said: ‘Whoareyou?’
And gathering his gossamer shroud, the ghastly passenger whetted his imagination, and replied.
It was only the sound of the ferry landing whistle that cut short the long telling of midnight tales. And the parents poured in to seize their lost children, away from the Orient gentleman with the ghastly eyes whose gently raving mouth shivered their marrows as he whispered and whispered until the ferry nudged the dock and the last boy was dragged, protesting, away, leaving the old man and his nurse alone in the children’s playroom as the ferry stopped shuddering its delicious shudders, as if it had listened, heard, and deliriously enjoyed the long-before-dawn tales.
At the gangplank, the Orient traveler said, with a touch of briskness, ‘No. I’ll need no help going down. Watch!’
And he strode down the plank. And even as the children had been tonic for his color, height and vocal cords, so the closer he came to England, pacing, the firmer his stride, and when he actually touched the dock, a small happy burst of sound erupted from his thin lips and the nurse, behind him, stopped frowning, and let him run toward the train.
And seeing him dash, like a child before her, she could only stand, riven with delight and something more than delight. And he ran and her heart ran with him and suddenly knew a stab of amazing pain, and a lid of darkness struck her, and she swooned.
Hurrying, the ghastly passenger did not notice that the old nurse was not beside or behind him, so eagerly did he go.
At the train he gasped, ‘There!’ safely grasping the compartment handle. Only then did he sense a loss, and turned.
Minerva Halliday was not there.
And yet, an instant later, she arrived, looking paler than before, but with an incredibly radiant smile. She wavered and almost fell. This time it was he who reached out.
‘Dear lady,’ he said, ‘you have been so kind.’
‘But,’ she said, quietly, looking at him, waiting for him to truly see her, ‘I am not leaving.’
‘You …?’
‘I am going with you,’ she said.
‘But your plans?’
‘Have changed. Now, I have nowhereelseto go.’
She half-turned to look over her shoulder.
At the dock, a swiftly gathering crowd peered down at someone lying on the planks. Voices murmured and cried out. The word ‘doctor’ was called several times.
The ghastly passenger looked at Minerva Halliday. Then he looked at the crowd and the object of the crowd’s alarm lying on the dock: a medical thermometer lay broken under their feet. He looked back at Minerva Halliday, who still stared at the broken thermometer.
‘Oh, my dear kind lady,’ he said, at last. ‘Come.’
She looked into his face. ‘Larks?’ she said.
He nodded and said, ‘Larks!’
And he helped her up into the train, which soon jolted and then dinned and whistled away along the tracks toward London and Edinburgh and moors and castles and dark nights and long years.
‘I wonder who she was?’ said the ghastly passenger looking back at the crowd on the dock.
‘Oh, Lord,’ said the old nurse. ‘I never really knew.’
And the train was gone.
It took a full twenty seconds for the tracks to stop trembling.
Annotation




 
One for His Lordship, and One for the Road!
Someone’s born, and it may take the best part of a day for the news to ferment, percolate, or otherwise circumnavigate across the Irish meadows to the nearest town, and the nearest pub, which is Heeber Finn’s.
But let someone die, and a whole symphonic band lifts in the fields and hills. The grand ta-ta slams across country to ricochet off the pub slates and shake the drinkers to calamitous cries for: more!
So it was this hot summer day. The pub was no sooner opened, aired, and mobbed than Finn, at the door, saw a dust flurry up the road.
‘That’s Doone,’ muttered Finn.
Doone was the local anthem sprinter, fast at getting out of cinemas ahead of the damned national tune, and swift at bringing news.
‘And the news is bad,’ murmured Finn. ‘It’sthatfast he’s running!’
‘Ha!’ cried Doone, as he leaped across the sill. ‘It’s done, and he’s dead!’
The mob at the bar turned.
Doone enjoyed his moment of triumph, making them wait.
‘Ah, God, here’s a drink. Maybe that’ll make you talk!’
Finn shoved a glass in Doone’s waiting paw. Doone wet his whistle and arranged the facts.
‘Himself,’ he gasped, at last. ‘Lord Kilgotten. Dead. And not an hour past!’
‘Ah, God,’ said one and all, quietly. ‘Bless the old man. A sweet nature. A dear chap.’
For Lord Kilgotten had wandered their fields, pastures, barns, and this bar all the years of their lives. His departure was like the Normans rowing back to France or the damned Brits pulling out of Bombay.
‘A fine man,’ said Finn, drinking to the memory, ‘even though hedidspend two weeks a year in London.’
‘How old was he?’ asked Brannigan. ‘Eighty-five? Eighty-eight? We thought we might have buried him long since.’
‘Men like that,’ said Doone, ‘God has to hit with an axe to scare them off the place. Paris, now, we thought that might have slain him, years past, but no. Drink, that should have drowned him, but he swam for the shore, no, no. It was that teeny bolt of lightning in the field’s midst, an hour ago, and him under the tree picking strawberries with his nineteen-year-old secretary lady.’
‘Jesus,’ said Finn. ‘There’s no strawberries this time of year. It washerhit him with a bolt of fever. Burned to a crisp!’
That fired off a twenty-one-gun salute of laughs that hushed itself down when they considered the subject and more townsfolk arrived to breathe the air and bless himself.
‘I wonder,’ mused Heeber Finn, at last, in a voice that would make the Valhalla gods sit still at table, and not scratch, ‘I wonder. What’s to become of all that wine? The wine, that is, which Lord Kilgotten has stashed in barrels and bins, by the quarts and the tons, by the scores and precious thousands in his cellars and attics, and, who knows, under his bed?’
‘Aye,’ said everyone, stunned, suddenly remembering. ‘Aye. Sure.What?’
‘It has been left, no doubt, to some damn Yank driftabout cousin or nephew, corrupted by Rome, driven mad by Paris, who’ll jet in tomorrow, who’ll seize and drink, grab and run, and Kilcock and us left beggared and buggered on the road behind!’ said Doone, all in one breath.
‘Aye.’ Their voices, like muffled dark velvet drums, marched toward the night. ‘Aye.’
‘Thereareno relatives!’ said Finn. ‘No dumb Yank nephews or dimwit nieces falling out of gondolas in Venice, but swimming this way. I have made it my business to know.’
Finn waited. It was his moment now. All stared. All leaned to hear his mighty proclamation.
‘Why not, I been thinking, if Kilgotten, by God, left all ten thousand bottles of Burgundy and Bordeaux to the citizens of the loveliest town in Eire? Tous!’
There was an antic uproar of comment on this, cut across when the front doorflaps burst wide and Finn’s wife, who rarely visited the sty, stepped in, glared around and snapped.
‘Funeral’s in an hour!’
‘An hour?’ cried Finn. ‘Why, he’s only just cold—’
‘Noon’s the time,’ said the wife, growing taller the more she looked at this dreadful tribe. ‘The doc and the priest have just come from the Place. Quick funerals was his lordship’s will. “Uncivilized,” said Father Kelly, “and no hole dug.” “But thereis!” said the Doc. “Hanrahan was supposed to die yesterday but took on a fit of mean and survived the night. I treated and treated him, but the man persists! Meanwhile, there’s his hole, unfilled. Kilgotten can have it, dirt and headstone.” All’s invited. Move your bums!’
The double-wing doors whiffled shut. The mystic woman was gone.
‘A funeral!’ cried Doone, prepared to sprint.
‘No!’ Finn beamed. ‘Get out. Pub’s closed. Awake!’
‘Even Christ,’ gasped Doone, mopping the sweat from his brow, ‘wouldn’t climb down off the cross to walk on a day like this.’
‘The heat,’ said Mulligan, ‘isintolerable.’
Coats off, they trudged up the hill, past the Kilgotten gatehouse, to encounter the town priest, Father Padraic Kelly, doing the same. He had all but his collar off, and was beet faced in the bargain.
‘It’s hell’s own day,’ he agreed, ‘noneof us will keep!’
‘Why all the rush?’ said Finn, matching fiery stride for stride with the holy man. ‘I smell a rat. What’s up?’
‘Aye,’ said the priest. ‘Therewasa secret codicil in the will—’
‘Iknewit!’ said Finn.
‘What?’ asked the crowd, fermenting close behind in the sun.
‘It would have caused a riot if it got out,’ was all Father Kelly would say, his eyes on the graveyard gates. ‘You’ll find out at the penultimate moment.’
‘Is that the moment before or the moment after the end, Father?’ asked Doone, innocently.
‘Ah, you’re so dumb you’re pitiful,’ sighed the priest. ‘Get your ass through that gate. Don’t fall in the hole!’
Doone did just that. The others followed, their faces assuming a darker tone as they passed through. The sun, as if to observe this, moved behind a cloud, and a sweet breeze came up for some moment of relief.
‘There’s the hole.’ The priest nodded. ‘Line up on both sides of the path, for God’s sake, and fix your ties, if you have some, and check your flies, above all. Let’s run a nice show for Kilgotten, and here hecomes!’
And here, indeed, came Lord Kilgotten, in a box carried on the planks of one of his farm wagons, a simple good soul to be sure, and behind that wagon, a procession of other vehicles, cars, trucks that stretched half down the hill in the now once more piercing light.
‘What a procession!’ cried Finn.
‘I never seen the like!’ cried Doone.
‘Shut up,’ said the priest, politely.
‘My God,’ said Finn. ‘Do you see thecoffin?’
‘We see, Finn, wesee!’ gasped all.
For the coffin, trundling by, was beautifully wrought, finely nailed together with silver and gold nails, but the special strange wood of it?
Plankings from wine-crates, staves from boxes that had sailed from France only to collide and sink in Lord Kilgotten’s cellars!
A storm of exhalations swept the men from Finn’s pub. They toppled on their heels. They seized each other’s elbows.
‘Youknow the words, Finn,’ whispered Doone. ‘Tell us thenames!’
Finn eyed the coffin made of vintage shipping crates, and at last exhaled:
‘Pull out my tongue and jump on it. Look! There’s Château Lafite Rothschild, nineteen seventy. Château-neuf du Pape, “sixty-eight! Upside down,thatlabel, Le Corton! Downside up: La Lagune! What style, my God, what class! I wouldn’t so much mind being buried in burned-stamp-labeled wood like that, myself!’
‘I wonder,’ mused Doone, ‘can hereadthe labels frominside?’
‘Put a sock in it,’ muttered the priest. ‘Here comes therest!’
If the body in the box was not enough to pull clouds over the sun, this second arrival caused an even greater ripple of uneasiness to oil the sweating men.
‘It was as if,’ Doone recalled, later, ‘someone had slipped, fallen in the grave, broken an ankle, andspoiledthe whole afternoon!’
For the last part of the procession was a series of cars and trucks ramshackle-loaded with French vineyard crates, and finally a great old brewery wagon from early Guinness days, drawn by a team of proud white horses, draped in black, and sweating with the surprise they drew behind.
‘I will be damned,’ said Finn. ‘Lord Kilgotten’s brought his own wakewithhim!’
‘Hurrah!’ was the cry. ‘What a dear soul.’
‘He must’ve known the day would ignite a nun, or kindle a priest, and our tongues on our chests!’
‘Gangway! Let it pass!’
The men stood aside as all the wagons, carrying strange labels from southern France and northern Italy, making tidal sounds of bulked liquids, lumbered into the churchyard.
‘Someday,’ whispered Doone, ‘we must raise a statue to Kilgotten, a philosopher of friends!’
‘Pull up your socks,’ said the priest. ‘It’s too soon to tell. For here comes somethingworsethan an undertaker!’
‘What could be worse?’
With the last of the wine wagons drawn up about the grave, a single man strode up the road, hat on, coat buttoned, cuffs properly shot, shoes polished against all reason, mustache waxed and cool, unmelted, a prim case like a lady’s purse tucked under his clenched arm, and about him an air of the ice house, a thing fresh born from a snowy vault, tongue like an icicle, stare like a frozen pond.
‘Jesus,’ said Finn.
‘It’s alawyer!’ said Doone.
All stood aside.
The lawyer, for that is what it was, strode past like Moses as the Red Sea obeyed, or King Louis on a stroll, or the haughtiest tart on Piccadilly: chooseone.
‘It’s Kilgotten’s law,’ hissed Muldoon. ‘I seen him stalking Dublin like the Apocalypse. With a lie for a name: Clement! Half-ass Irish, full-ass Briton. Theworst!’
‘What can be worse than death?’ someone whispered.
‘We,’ murmured the priest, ‘shall soon see.’
‘Gentlemen!’
A voice called. The mob turned.
Lawyer Clement, at the rim of the grave, took the prim briefcase from under his arm, opened it, and drew forth a symboled and ribboned document, the beauty of which bugged the eye and rammed and sank the heart.
‘Before the obsequies,’ he said. ‘Before Father Kelly orates, I have a message, this codicil in Lord Kilgotten’s will, which I shall read aloud.’
‘I bet it’s the eleventh Commandment,’ murmured the priest, eyes down.
‘What would the eleventh Commandmentbe?’ asked Doone, scowling.
‘Why not: “THOU SHALT SHUT UP AND LISTEN”’ said the priest.‘Ssh.’
For the lawyer was reading from his ribboned document and his voice floated on the hot summer wind, like this:
‘“And whereas my wines are the finest—”’
‘They arethat!’ said Finn.
‘“—and whereas the greatest labels from across the world fill my cellars, and whereas the people of this town, Kilcock, do not appreciate such things, but prefer the – er – hard stuff …”’
‘Whosays?!’ cried Doone.
‘Back in your ditch,’ warned the priest,sotto voce.
‘“I do hereby proclaim and pronounce,”’ read the lawyer, with a great smarmy smirk of satisfaction, ‘“that contrary to the old adage, a man canindeedtake it with him. And I so order, write, and sign this codicil to my last will and testament in what might well be the final month of my life.” Signed, William, Lord Kilgotten. Last month, on the seventh.’
The lawyer stopped, folded the paper and stood, eyes shut, waiting for the thunderclap that would follow the lightning bolt.
‘Does that mean,’ asked Doone, wincing, ‘that the lord intends to—?’
Someone pulled a cork out of a bottle.
It was like a fusillade that shot all the men in their tracks.
It was only, of course, the good lawyer Clement, at the rim of the damned grave, corkscrewing and yanking open the plug from a bottle of La Vieille Ferme ’73!
‘Is this thewake, then?’ Doone laughed, nervously.
‘It isnot,’ mourned the priest.
With a smile of summer satisfaction, Clement, the lawyer, poured the wine, glug by glug, down into the grave, over the wine-carton box in which Lord Kilgotten’s thirsty bones were hid.
‘Hold on! He’s gone mad! Grab the bottle! No!’
There was a vast explosion, like that from the crowd’s throat that has just seen its soccer champion slain midfield!
‘Wait! My God!’
‘Quick. Run get the lord!’
‘Dumb,’ muttered Finn. ‘His lordship’sinthat box, and his wine isinthe grave!’
Stunned by this unbelievable calamity, the mob could only stare as the last of the first bottle cascaded down into the holy earth.
Clement handed the bottle to Doone, and uncorked a second.
‘Now, wait just one moment!’ cried the voice of the Day of Judgment.
And it was, of course, Father Kelly, who stepped forth, bringing his higher law with him.
‘Do you mean to say,’ cried the priest, his cheeks blazing, his eyes smoldering with bright sun, ‘you are going to dispense all that stuff in Kilgotten’s pit?’
‘That,’ said the lawyer, ‘is my intent.’
He began to pour the second bottle. But the priest stiff-armed him, to tilt the wine back.
‘And do you mean for us to just stand andwatchyour blasphemy?!’
‘At a wake, yes, that would be the polite thing to do.’ The lawyer moved to pour again.
‘Just hold it, right there!’ The priest stared around, up, down, at his friends from the pub, at Finn their spiritual leader, at the sky where God hid, at the earth where Kilgotten lay playing Mum’s the Word, and at last at lawyer Clement and his damned, ribboned codicil. ‘Beware, man, you are provoking civil strife!’
‘Yah!’ cried everyone, atilt on the air, fists at their sides, grinding and ungrinding invisible rocks.
‘What year is this wine?’ Ignoring them, Clement calmly eyed the label in his hands. ‘Le Corton. Nineteen-seventy. The best wine in the finest year. Excellent.’ He stepped free of the priest and let the wine spill.
‘Dosomething!’ shouted Doone. ‘Have you no curse handy?’
‘Priests do not curse,’ said Father Kelly. ‘But, Finn, Doone, Hannahan, Burke. Jump! Knock heads.’
The priest marched off and the men rushed after to knock their heads in a bent-down ring and a great whisper with the father. In the midst of the conference the priest stood up to see what Clement was doing. The lawyer was on his third bottle.
‘Quick!’ cried Doone. ‘He’ll waste thelot!’
A fourth cork popped, to another outcry from Finn’s team, the Thirsty Warriors, as they would later dub themselves.
‘Finn!’ the priest was heard to say, deep in the heads-together, ‘you’re a genius!’
‘I am!’ agreed Finn, and the huddle broke and the priest hustled back to the grave.
‘Would you mind, sir,’ he said, grabbing the bottle out of the lawyer’s grip, ‘reading onelasttime, that damned codicil?’
‘Pleasure.’ And it was. The lawyer’s smile flashed as he fluttered the ribbons and snapped the will.
‘“—that contrary to the old adage, a man can indeed take it with him—”’
He finished and folded the paper, and tried another smile, which worked to his own satisfaction, at least. He reached for the bottle confiscated by the priest.
‘Hold on.’ Father Kelly stepped back. He gave a look to the crowd who waited on each fine word. ‘Let me ask you a question, Mr Lawyer, sir. Does it anywhere say there justhowthe wine is to get into the grave?’
‘Into the grave is into the grave,’ said the lawyer.
‘As long as it finallygetsthere,that’sthe important thing, do we agree?’ asked the priest, with a strange smile.
‘I can pour it over my shoulder, or toss it in the air,’ said the lawyer, ‘as long as it lights to either side or atop the coffin, when it comes down, all’s well.’
‘Good!’ exclaimed the priest. ‘Men! One squad here. One battalion over there. Line up! Doone!’
‘Sir?’
‘Spread the rations. Jump!’
‘Sir!’ Doone jumped.
To a great uproar of men bustling and lining up.
‘I,’ said the lawyer, ‘am going to find the police!’
‘Which isme,’ said a man at the far side of the mob, ‘Officer Bannion. Your complaint?’
Stunned, lawyer Clement could only blink and at last in a squashed voice, bleat: ‘I’m leaving.’
‘You’ll not make it past the gate alive,’ said Doone, cheerily.
‘I,’ said the lawyer, ‘am staying. But—’
‘But?’ inquired Father Kelly, as the corks were pulled and the corkscrew flashed brightly along the line.
‘You go against the letter of the law!’
‘No,’ explained the priest, calmly, ‘we but shift the punctuation, cross new t’s, dot new i’s.’
‘Tenshun!’ cried Finn, for all was in readiness.
On both sides of the grave, the men waited, each with a full bottle of vintage Château Lafite Rothschild or Le Corton or Chianti.
‘Do we drink itall?’ asked Doone.
‘Shut your gab,’ observed the priest. He eyed the sky. ‘Oh, Lord.’ The men bowed their heads and grabbed off their caps. ‘Lord, for what we are about to receive, make us truly thankful. And thank you, Lord, for the genius of Heeber Finn, who thought of this—’
‘Aye,’ said all, gently.
‘Twas nothin’,’ said Finn, blushing.
‘And bless this wine, which may circumnavigate along the way, but finally wind up where it should be going. And if today and tonight won’t do, and all the stuff not drunk, bless us as we return each night until the deed is done and the soul of the wine’s at rest.’
‘Ah, youdospeak dear,’ murmured Doone.
‘Sh!’ hissed all.
‘And in the spirit of this time, Lord, should we not ask our good lawyer friend Clement, in the fullness of his heart, to joinwithus?’
Someone slipped a bottle of the best in the lawyer’s hands. He seized it, lest it should break.
‘And finally, Lord, bless the old Lord Kilgotten, whose years of saving-up now help us in this hour of putting-away.Amen.’
‘Amen,’ said all.
‘Tenshun!’ cried Finn.
The men stiffened and lifted their bottles.
‘One for his lordship,’ said the priest.
‘And,’ added Finn, ‘one for the road!’
There was a dear sound of drinking and, years later, Doone remembered, a glad sound of laughter from the box in the grave.
‘It’s all right,’ said the priest, in amaze.
‘Yes.’ The lawyer nodded, having heard. ‘It’s all right.’
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He came into Green River, Iowa, on a really fine late spring morning, driving swiftly. His convertible Cadillac was hot in the direct sun outside the town, but then the green overhanging forests, the abundances of soft shade and whispering coolness slowed his car as he moved toward the town.


“Thirty miles an hour,” he thought, “is fast enough.”


Leaving Los Angeles, he had rocketed his car across burning country, between stone canyons and meteor rocks, places where you had to go fast because everything seemed fast and hard and clean.


But here, the very greenness of the air made a river through which no car could rush. You could only idle on the tide of leafy shadow, drifting on the sunlight-speckled concrete like a river barge on its way to a summer sea.


Looking up through the great trees was like lying at the bottom of a deep pool, letting the tide drift you.


He stopped for a hot-dog at an outdoor stand on the edge of town.


“Lord”, he whispered to himself, “I haven’t been back through here in fifteen years. You forget how fast trees can grow.”


He turned back to his car. A tall man, with a sunburned, wry, thin face and thinning dark hair. “Why am I driving to New York?” he wondered. “Why don’t I just stay and drown myself here, in the grass?”


He drove slowly through the old town. He saw a rusty train, abandoned on old side-spur track, its whistle long silent, its steam long gone. He watched the people moving in and out of stores and houses, so slowly they were under a great sea of clean, warm water. Moss was everywhere, so every motion came to rest on softness and silence. It was a barefoot, Mark Twain town. a town where childhood lingered without anticipation and old age came without regret.


He snorted gently at himself, or so it seemed.


“I’m glad Helen didn’t come on this trip”, he thought. He could hear her now: “My God, this place is small! Good grief, look at those hicks! Hit the gas! Where in hell is New York?”


He shook his head, closed his eyes, and Helen was in Reno. He had phoned her last night.


“Getting divorced’s not bad,” she’d said, a thousand miles back in the heat. “It’s Reno that’s awful. Thank God for the swimming pool. Well, what are you up to?”


“Driving east in slow stages.” That was a lie. He was rushing east like a shot bullet, to lose the past, to tear away as many things behind him as he could leave. “Driving’s fun.”


“Fun?” Helen protested. “When you could fly? Cars are so boring.”


“Goodbye, Helen.”


He drove out of town. He was supposed to be in New York in five days, to talk over the play he didn’t want to write for Broadway, in order to rush back to Hollywood in time to not enjoy finishing a screenplay, so that he could rush to Mexico City for a quick vacation next December.


“Sometimes,” he mused, “I resemble those Mexican rockets bashing between the town buildings on a hot wire, bashing my head on one wall, turning and zooming back to crash against another.”


He found himself going seventy miles an hour suddenly, and cautioned it down to thirty-five, through rolling, green, noon country.


He took deep breaths of the clear air and pulled over to the side of the road. Far away, between immense trees on the top of a meadow hill, he thought he saw, walking but motionless in the strange heat, a young woman. And then she was gone. And he wasn’t certain she had been there at all.


It was one o’clock, and the land was full of a great powerhouse humming. Darning needles flashed by the car windows, like prickles of heat before his eyes. Bees swarmed and the grass bent under a tender wind.


He opened the car door and stepped out into the straight heat.


Here was a lonely path that sang beetle sounds at late noon to itself, and there was a cool shadowed forest waiting fifty yards from the road, from which blew a good, tunnel-moist air. On all sides were rolling clover hills and an open sky.


Standing there, he could feel the stone dissolve in his arms and his neck, and the iron go out of his cold stomach, and the tremor cease in his fingers.


And then, suddenly, still further away, going over a forest hill through a small rift in the brush, he saw the young woman again, walking and walking into the warm distances, gone.


He locked the car door slowly. He struck off into the forest idly, drawn steadily by a sound that was large enough to fill the universe - the sound of a river going somewhere and not caring, the most beautiful sound of all.


When he found the river, it was dark and light, and dark and light, flowing, and he undressed and swam in it, and then lay out on the pebbled bank, drying, feeling relaxed. He put his clothes back on leisurely, and then it came to him: the old desire, the old dream, when he was seventeen years old. He had often confided and repeated it to a friend.


“I’d like to go walking some spring night - you know, one of those nights that are warm all night long. I’d like to walk. With a girl. Walk for an hour, to a place where you can barely hear or see anything. Climb a hill and sit. Look at the stars. I’d like to hold the girl’s hand. I’d like to smell the grass and the wheat growing in the fields, and know I was in the centre of the entire country, in the very centre of the United States, and towns all around and highways away off, but nobody knowing we’re right there on top of that hill, in the grass, watching the night.


“And just holding her hand would be good. Can you understand that? Do you know that holding someone’s hand can be the thing? Such a thing that your hands move while not moving. You can remember a thing like that, rather than any other thing about a night, all your life. Just holding hands can mean more. I believe it. When everything is repeated, and over, and familiar, it’s the first things rather than the last that count.


“So, for a long time,” he had continued, “I’d like to just sit there, not saying a word. There aren’t any words for a night like that. We wouldn’t even look at each other. We’d see the lights of the town far off and know that other people had climbed other hills before us and that there was nothing better in the world. Nothing could be made better; all of the houses and ceremonies and guarantees in the world are nothing compared to a night like this. The cities and the people in the rooms in the houses in those cities at night are one thing; the hills and the open air and the stars and holding hands are something else.


“And then, finally, without speaking, the two of you will turn your heads in the moonlight and look at each other.


“And so you’re on the hill all night long. Is there anything really wrong with this, can you honestly say there is anything wrong?”


“No,” said a voice, “the only thing wrong on a night like that is that there is a world and you must come back to it.”


That was his friend Joseph speaking fifteen years ago. Dear Joseph, with whom he had talked so many days through, their adolescent philosophisings, their problems of great import. Now Joseph was married and swallowed by the black streets of Chicago. And himself, taken west by time, and all of their philosophy for nothing.


He remembered the month after he had married Helen. They had driven across country, the first and last time she had consented to the “brutal”, as she called it, journey by automobile. In the moonlit evenings they had gone through the wheat country and the corn country of the middle west, and once at twilight, looking straight ahead, Thomas had said:


“What do you say? Would you like to spend the night out?”


“Out?” Helen said.


“Here,” he said, with a great appearance of casualness. He motioned his hand to the side of the road. “Look at all that land, the hills. It’s a warm night. It’d be nice to sleep out.”


“My God!” Helen had cried. “You’re not serious?”


“I just thought.”


“The damn country’s running with snakes and bugs! What a way to spend the night, getting burrs in my stockings, tramping around some farmer’s property.”


“No-one would ever know.”


“But I’d know, my dear,” said Helen.


“It was just a suggestion.”


“Dear Tom, you were only joking, weren’t you?”


“Forget I ever said anything,” he said.


They had driven on in the moonlight to a boiling little night motel where moths fluttered about the raw electric lights. There had been an iron bed in a paint-smelling tiny room where you could hear the beer tunes from the roadhouse all night and hear the continental vans pounding by, late, late toward dawn.


He walked through the green forest and listened to the various silences there. Not one silence, but several. The silence that the moss made underfoot. The silence the shadows made, descending from the trees. The silence of small streams exploring tiny countries on all sides as he came into a clearing.


He found some wild strawberries and ate them. “To hell with the car,” he thought. “I don’t care if someone takes it apart wheel by wheel and carries it off. I don’t care if the sun melts it into slag on the spot.”


He lay down and cradled his head on his arms, and went to sleep.


The first thing he saw when he wakened was his wristwatch. Six forty-five! He had slept most of the day away. Cool shadows had crept up all about him. He shivered and moved to sit up, and then did not move again, but lay there with his face upon his arm, looking ahead.


The girl, who sat a few yards away from him with her hands in her lap, smiled.


“I didn’t hear you come up,” he said. She had been very quiet.


For no reason at all in the world, except a secret reason, Thomas felt his heart pounding silently and swiftly.


She remained silent. He rolled over on his back and closed his eyes.


“Do you live near here?”


She lived not far away.


“Born and raised here?”


She had never been anywhere else.


“It’s a beautiful country,” he said.


A bird flew into a tree.


“Aren’t you afraid?”


He waited, but there was no answer.


“You don’t know me,” he said.


But on the other hand, neither did he know her.


“That’s different,” he said.


Why was it different?


“Oh, you know. It just is.”


After what seemed half an hour of waiting, he opened his eyes and looked at her for a long while. “You are real, aren’t you? I’m not dreaming this?”


She wanted to know where he was going.


“Somewhere I don’t want to go.”


Yes, that was what so many people said. So many passed through on their way to somewhere they didn’t like.


“That’s me,” he said. He raised himself slowly. “Do you know, I’ve just realised I haven’t eaten since early today.”


She offered him the bread and cheese and cookies she was carrying from town. They didn’t speak while he ate, and he ate very slowly, afraid that some motion, some gesture, some word, might make her run away. The sun was down the sky and the air was even fresher now, and he examined everything very carefully. He looked at her, and she was beautiful. Twenty-one, fair, healthy, pink-cheeked and self-contained.


The sun was gone. The sky lingered its colours for a time while they sat in the clearing. At last, he heard a whispering. She was getting up. She put out her hand to take his. He stood beside her, and they looked at the woods around them and the distant hills. They began to walk away from the path and the car, away from the highway and the town. A spring moon rose over the land while they were walking.


The breath of nightfall was rising up out of the separate blades of grass, a warm sighing of air, quiet and endless. They reached the top of the hill, and without a word, sat there watching the sky.


He thought to himself that this was impossible; that such things did not happen. He wondered who she was, and what she was doing here.


Ten miles away, a train whistled in the spring night and went on its way over the dark evening earth, flashing a brief fire. And then, again, he remembered the old story, the old dream. The thing he and his friend had discussed, so many years ago.


There must be one night in your life that you will remember forever. There must be one night for everyone. And if you know that the night is coming on and that this night will be that particular night, then take it and donâ��t question it and donâ��t talk about it to anyone ever after that. For if you let it pass it might not come again. Many have let it pass, many have seen it go by and have never seen another like it, when all the circumstances of weather, light, moon and time, of night hill and warm grass and train and town and distance were balanced upon the trembling of a finger.


He thought of Helen and he thought of Joseph. Joseph. Did it ever work out for you, Joseph? Were you ever at the right place at the right time, and did all go well with you?


There was no way of knowing. The brick city had taken Joseph and lost him in the tiled subways and black elevateds and noise. As for Helen, not only had she never known a night like this, but she had never dreamed of such a thing. There was no place in her mind for this.


“So here I am,” he thought quietly. “Thousands of miles from everything and everyone.” Across the soft, black country now came the sound of a courthouse clock, ringing the hour.


One, two, three.


One of those great stone courthouses that stood in the green square of every small American town at the turn of the century - cool stone in the summertime, high in the night sky, with round dial faces glowing in four directions.


Five, six.


He counted the bronze announcements of the hour, stopping at nine. Nine o’clock on a late spring night, on a breathing, warm moonlit hill in the interior of a great continent, his hand touching another hand, thinking, “This year I’ll be thirty-three. But it didn’t come too late, and I didn’t let it pass, and this is the night.”


Slowly now, carefully, like a statue coming to life, turning and turning still more, he saw her head move about so her eyes could look upon him. He felt his own head turning also, as it had done so many times in his imagination.


They gazed at each other for a long time.


He woke during the night. She was awake, near him.


“Who are you?” he whispered.


She said nothing.


“I could stay another night,” he said.


But he knew that one can never stay another night. One night is the night, and only one. After that, the gods turn their backs.


“I could come back in a year or so.”


Her eyes were closed, but she was awake.


“But I don’t know who you are,” he said.


“You could come with me,” he said, “to New York.”


But he knew that she could never be there, or anywhere but here, on this night.


“And I can’t stay here,” he said, knowing that this was the truest and most empty part of all.


He waited for a time and then said again, “Are you real? Are you really real?”


They slept. The moon went down the sky toward morning.


He walked out of the hills and the forest at dawn, to find the car covered with dew. He unlocked it and climbed in behind the wheel, and sat for a moment looking back at the path he had made in the wet grass.


He moved over, preparatory to getting out of the car again. He put his hand on the inside of the door and gazed steadily out. The forest was empty and still. The path was deserted. The highway was motionless and serene. There was no movement anywhere in a thousand miles.


He started the car motor and let it idle. The car was pointed east, where the orange sun was now rising slowly.


“All right,” he said quietly. “Everyone, here I come. What a shame you’re all still alive. What a shame the world isn’t just hills and hills, and nothing else to drive over but hills, and never coming to a town.”


He drove away east, without looking back.



Annotation




 
 
 
 
 
Pater Caninus
Young Father Kelly edged his way into Father Gilman’s office, stopped,     turned, and looked as if he might go back out, and then turned back again.
Father Gilman looked up from his papers and said, ‘Father Kelly, is there a     problem?’
‘I’m not quite sure,’ said Father Kelly.
Father Gilman said, ‘Well, are you coming or going? Please, come in, and     sit.’
Father Kelly slowly inched back in and at last sat and looked at the older     man.
‘Well?’ said Father Gilman.
‘Well,’ said Father Kelly. ‘This is all very silly and very strange, and     maybe I shouldn’t bring it up at all.’
Here he stopped. Father Gilman waited.
‘It has to do with that dog, Father.’
‘What dog?’
‘You know, the one here in the hospital. Every Tuesday and Thursday there’s     that dog with the red bandanna that makes the rounds with Father Riordan, patrolling the first     and second floors–around, up, down, in and out. The patients love that dog. It makes them     happy.’
‘Ah, yes, I know the dog you mean,’ said Father Gilman. ‘What a gift it is to     have animals like that in the hospital. But what is troubling you about this particular     dog?’
‘Well,’ said Father Kelly. ‘Do you have a few minutes to come watch that dog,     because he’s doing something very peculiar right now.’
‘Peculiar? How?’
‘Well, Father,’ said Father Kelly, ‘the dog has come back to the hospital     twice this week already–on his own–and he’s here again now.’
‘Father Riordan isn’t with him?’
‘No, Father. That’s what I’m trying to get at. The dog is making his rounds,     all on his own, without Father Riordan telling him where to go.’
Father Gilman chuckled. ‘Is that all? Clearly, he’s just a very smart dog.     Like the horse that used to pull the milk wagon when I was a boy–it knew exactly which houses     to stop and wait at without the milkman saying a word.’
‘No, no. He’s up to something. But, I’m not sure what, so I want you to come     see for yourself.’
Sighing, Father Gilman rose and said, ‘All     right, let’s go look at this most peculiar beast.’
‘This way, Father,’ said Father Kelly, and led him out into the hall and up     the stairs to the second floor.
‘I think he’s somewhere here now, Father,’ said Father Kelly. ‘Ah,     there.’
At which moment the dog with the red bandanna trotted out of room 17 and     moved on, without looking at them, into room 18.
They stood outside the door and watched the dog who was sitting by the bed     and seemed to be waiting.
The patient in the bed began to speak, and as Father Gilman and Father Kelly     listened, they heard the man whispering while the dog sat there patiently.
Finally, the whispering stopped and the dog reached out a paw, touched the     bed, waited a moment, and then came trotting out to move on to the next room.
Father Kelly looked at Father Gilman. ‘How does that strike you? What was he     doing?’
‘Good Lord,’ said Father Gilman. ‘I think the dog was—’
‘What, Father?’
‘I think the dog was taking confession.’
‘It can’t be.’
‘Yes. Can’t be, butis.’
The two priests stood there in the semidarkness, listening to the voice of     another patient whispering. They moved toward the door and looked in the room. The dog sat there quietly as the penitent unburdened his soul.
Finally they saw the dog reach out its paw to touch the bed, then turn and     trot out of the room, hardly noticing them.
The two priests stood, riveted, and then silently followed.
At the next room the dog went to sit beside the bed. After a moment the     patient saw the dog and smiled and said in a faint voice, ‘Oh, bless me.’
The dog sat quietly as the patient began to whisper.
They followed the dog along the hall, from room to room.
Along the way the young priest looked at the older one and noticed that     Father Gilman’s face was beginning to contort and grow very red indeed, until the veins stood     out on his brow.
Finally the dog finished its rounds and started down the stairs.
The two priests followed.
When they got to the hospital doors, the dog was starting out into the     twilight; there was no one there to greet it or lead it away.
At which moment Father Gilman suddenly exploded and cried out: ‘You! You     there! Dog! Don’t come back, you hear?! Come back and I’ll call damnation, hell, brimstone, and     fire down on your head. You hear me, dog?! Go on, get out, go!’
The dog, startled, spun in a circle and     bounded away.
The old priest stood there, his breathing heavy, eyes shut, and his face     crimson.
Young Father Kelly gazed off into the dark.
Finally he gasped, ‘Father, what have you done?!’
‘Damnation,’ said the older priest. ‘That sinful, terrible, horrible     beast!’
‘Horrible, Father?’ said Father Kelly. ‘Didn’t you hear what was said?’
‘I heard,’ said Father Gilman. ‘Taking it on himself to forgive, to offer     penance, to hear the pleas of those poor patients!’
‘But, Father,’ cried Father Kelly. ‘Isn’t that whatwedo?’
‘And that’s our business,’ gasped Father Gilman. ‘Our business alone.’
‘Is that true, Father? Aren’t others like us?’ said Father Kelly. ‘I mean, in     a good marriage, isn’t pillow talk in the middle of the night a kind of confession? Isn’t that     the way young couples forgive and go on? Isn’t that somehow like us?’
‘Pillow talk!’ cried Father Gilman. ‘Pillow talk and dogs and sinful     beasts!’
‘Father, he may not come back!’
‘Good riddance. I’ll not have such things in my hospital!’
‘My God, sir, didn’t you see? He’s a golden retriever. What a name. After an     hour of listening to your penitents, to ask and forgive, wouldn’t you love to hear me call you     that?’
‘Golden retriever?’
‘Yes. Think about it, Father,’ said the young priest. ‘Enough. Come. Let’s go     back and see if that beast, as you call him, has done any harm.’
Father Kelly went back into the hospital. Moments later, the older priest     followed. They walked along the hall and looked in the rooms at the patients in their beds. A     peculiar sound of silence hung over the place.
In one room they saw a look of strange peace.
In another room they heard whispering. Father Gilman thought he caught the     name Mary, though he could not be sure.
And so they roamed among the quiet rooms on this special night and as the     older priest walked along he felt his skins fall away–a skin of ignorance, a layer of contempt,     and then a subdermis of neglect–so that when he arrived back at his office he felt as if he had     shed an invisible flesh.
Father Kelly said good night and left.
The old priest sat and covered his eyes, leaning against the desk.
After a few moments of silence, he heard a sound and looked up.
In the doorway the dog stood, waiting there quietly; it had come back on its     own. The dog hardly breathed and did not whimper or bark or sigh. It came forward, very     quietly, and sat across the desk from the priest.
The priest looked into that golden face and     the dog looked back.
Finally the old priest said, ‘Bless me, what do I call you? I can think of     nothing. But bless me, please, for I have sinned.’
The priest then spoke of his arrogance and the sin of pride and all the other     sins he had committed that day.
And the dog, sitting there, listened.
Annotation




 
 
 
 
 
Pietà Summer
‘Gosh, I can hardly wait!’ I said.
‘Why don’t you shut up?’ my brother replied.
‘I can’t sleep,’ I said. ‘I can’t believe what’s happening tomorrow. Two     circuses in just one day! Ringling Brothers coming in on that big train at five in the morning,     and Downey Brothers coming by truck a couple hours later. I can’t stand it.’
‘Tell you what,’ my brother said. ‘Go to sleep. We gotta get up at     four-thirty.’
I rolled over but I just couldn’t sleep because I could hear those circuses     coming over the edge of the world, rising with the sun.
Before we knew it, it was 4:30 A.M. and my brother and I were up in the cold     darkness, getting dressed, grabbing an apple for breakfast, and then running out in the street and heading down the hill toward the train     yards.
As the sun began to rise the big Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey     train of ninety-nine cars loaded with elephants, zebras, horses, lions, tigers, and acrobats     arrived; the huge engines steaming in the dawn, puffing out great clouds of black smoke, and     the freight cars sliding open to let the horses hoof out into the darkness, and the elephants     stepping down, very carefully, and the zebras, in huge striped flocks, gathering in the dawn,     and my brother and I standing there, shivering, waiting for the parade to start, for therewasgoing to be a parade of all the animals up through the dark     morning town toward the distant acres where the tents would whisper upward toward the     stars.
Sure enough my brother and I walked with the parade up the hill and through     the town that didn’t know we were there. But there we were, walking with ninety-nine elephants     and one hundred zebras and two hundred horses, and the big bandwagon, soundless, out to the     meadow that was nothing at all, but suddenly began to flower with the big tents sliding up.
Our excitement increased by the minute because where just hours ago there had     been nothing at all, now there was everything in the world.
By seven-thirty Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey had pretty well got     its tents up and it was time for me and my brother to race back to where the motorcars were     unloading the tiny Downey Brothers circus; a miniature     version of the large miracle, it poured out of trucks instead of trains, with only ten     elephants instead of nearly one hundred, and just a few zebras, and the lions, drowsing in     their separate cages, looked old and mangy and exhausted. That applied to the tigers, too, and     the camels that looked as if they’d been walking a hundred years, their pelts beginning to drop     off.
My brother and I worked through the morning carrying cases of Coca-Cola, in     real glass bottles, instead of plastic, so that lugging one of those cases meant carrying fifty     pounds. By nine o’clock in the morning I was exhausted because I had had to move forty or more     cases, taking care to avoid being trampled by one of the monster elephants.
At noon we raced home for a sandwich and then back to the small circus for     two hours of explosions, acrobats, trapeze performers, mangy lions, clowns, and Wild West horse     riding.
With the first circus done, we raced home and tried to rest, had another     sandwich, then walked back to the big circus with our father at eight o’clock.
Another two hours of brass thunder followed, avalanches of sound and racing     horses, expert marksmen, and a cage full of truly irritable and brand-new dangerous lions. At     some point my brother ran off, laughing, with some friends, but I stayed fast by my father’s     side.
By ten o’clock the avalanches and explosions came to a stunned halt. The parade I had witnessed at dawn was now reversed, and the     tents were sighing down to lie like great pelts on the grass. We stood at the edge of the     circus as it exhaled, collapsed its tents, and began to move away in the night, the darkness     filled with a procession of elephants huffing their way back to the train yard. My father and I     stood there, quiet, watching.
I put my right foot forward to start the long walk home when, suddenly, a     strange thing happened: I went to sleep on my feet. I didn’t collapse, I felt no terror, but     quite suddenly I simply could not move. My eyes clamped shut and I began to fall, when suddenly     I felt strong arms catch me and I was lifted into the air. I could smell the warm nicotine     breath of my father as he cradled me in his arms, turned, and began the long shuffling walk     home.
Incredible, the whole thing, for we were more than a mile from our house and     it was truly late and the circus had almost vanished and all its strange people were gone.
On that empty sidewalk my father marched, cradling me in his arms for that     great distance, impossible, for after all I was a thirteen-year-old boy weighing ninety-two     pounds.
I could feel his difficult gasps as he gripped me, yet I could not fully     wake. I struggled to blink my eyes and move my arms, but soon I was fast asleep and for the     next half hour I had no way of knowing that I was being toted, a strange burden, through a town that was dousing its lights.
From far off I vaguely heard voices and someone saying, ‘Come sit down, rest     for a moment.’
I struggled to listen and felt my father jolt and sit. I sensed that     somewhere on the homeward journey we had passed a friend’s house and that the voice had called     to my father to come rest on the porch.
We were there for five minutes, maybe more, my father holding me on his lap     and me, still half asleep, listening to the gentle laughter of my father’s friend, commenting     on our strange odyssey.
At last the gentle laughter subsided. My father sighed, rose, and my half     slumber continued. Half in and half out of dreams, I felt myself carried the final mile     home.
The image I still have, seventy years later, is of my fine father, not for a     moment making anything but a wry comment, carrying me through the night streets; probably the     most beautiful memory a son ever had of someone who cared for him and loved him and didn’t mind     the long walk home through the night.
I’ve often referred to it, somewhat fancifully, as our pietà, the love of a     father for his son–the walk on that long sidewalk, surrounded by those unlit houses as the last     of the elephants vanished down the main avenue toward the train yards, where a locomotive     whistled and the train steamed, getting ready to rush off into the night, carrying a tumult of sound and light that would live in my memory forever.
The next day I slept through breakfast, slept through the morning, slept     through lunch, slept all afternoon, and finally wakened at five o’clock and staggered in to sit     at dinner with my brother and my folks.
My father sat quietly, cutting his steak, and I sat across from him,     examining my food.
‘Papa,’ I suddenly cried, tears falling from my eyes. ‘Oh, thank you, Papa,     thank you!’
My father cut another piece of steak and looked at me, his eyes shining very     brightly.
‘For what?’ he said.
	



Pillar of Fire

 
He came out of the earth, hating. Hate was his father; hate was his mother.
It was good to walk again. It was good to leap up out of the earth, off of your back, and stretch your cramped arms violently and try to take a deep breath!
Hetried. He cried out.
He couldn't breathe. He flung his arms over his face and tried to breathe. It was impossible. He walked on the earth, he came out of the earth. But he was dead. He couldn't breathe. He could take air into his mouth and force it half down his throat, with withered moves of long-dormant muscles, wildly, wildly! And with this little air he could shout and cry! He wanted to have tears, but he couldn't make them come, either. All he knew was that he was standing upright, he was dead, he shouldn't be walking! He couldn't breathe and yet he stood.
The smells of the world were all about him. Frustratedly, he tried to smell the smells of autumn. Autumn was burning the land down into ruin. All across the country the ruins of summer lay; vast forests bloomed with  flame, tumbled down timber on empty, unleafed timber. The smoke of the burning was rich, blue, and invisible.
He stood in the graveyard, hating. He walked through the world and yet could not taste nor smell of it. He heard, yes. The wind roared on his newly opened ears. But he was dead. Even though he walked he knew he was dead and should expect not too much of himself or this hateful living world.
He touched the tombstone over his own empty grave. He knew his own name again. It was a good job of carving.
 
WILLIAM LANTRY
 
That's what the gravestone said.
His fingers trembled on the cool stone surface.
 
BORN 1898—DIED 1933
 
Bornagain… ?
What year? He glared at the sky and the midnight autumnal stars moving in slow illuminations across the windy black. He read the tiltings of centuries in those stars. Orion thus and so, Aurega here! and where Taurus?There!
His eyes narrowed. His lips spelled out the year.
"2349."
An odd number. Like a school sum. They used to say a man couldn't encompass any number over a hundred. After that it was all so damned abstract there was no use counting. This was the year 2349! A numeral, a sum. And here he was, a man who had lain in his hateful dark coffin, hating to be buried, hating the living people above who lived and lived and lived, hating them for all the centuries, until today, now, born out of hatred, he stood by his own freshly excavated grave, the smell of raw earth in the air, perhaps, but he could not smell it!
"I," he said, addressing a poplar tree that was shaken by the wind, "am an anachronism." He smiled faintly.
 
He looked at the graveyard. It was cold and empty. All of the stones had been ripped up and piled like so many flat bricks, one atop another, in the far corner of the wrought iron fence. This had been going on for two endless weeks. In his deep secret coffin he had heard the heartless, wild stirrings as the men jabbed the earth with cold spades and tore out the coffins and carried away the withered ancient bodies to be burned. Twisting with fear in his coffin, he had waited for them to come to him.
Today they had arrived at his coffin. But—late. They had dug down to within an inch of the lid. Five o'clock bell, time for quitting. Home to supper. The workers had gone off. Tomorrow they would finish the job, they said, shrugging into their coats.
Silence had come to the emptied tomb-yard.
Carefully, quietly, with a soft rattling of sod, the coffin lid had lifted.
William Lantry stood trembling now, in the last cemetery on Earth.
"Remember?" he asked himself, looking at the raw earth. "Remember those stories of the last man on earth? Those stories of men wandering in ruins, alone? Well you, William Lantry, are a switch on the old story. Do youknowthat? You are the lastdeadman in the whole damned world!"
There were no more dead people. Nowhere in any land was there a dead person. Impossible? Lantry  did not smile at this. No, not impossible at all in this foolish, sterile,  unimaginative, antiseptic age of cleansings and scientific methods! People died,  oh my god, yes. But�deadpeople? Corpses? They didn't exist!
Whathappenedto dead people?
The graveyard was on a hilt. William Lantry walked through the dark burning night until he reached the edge of the graveyard and looked down upon the new town of Salem. It was all illumination, all colour. Rocket ships cut fire above it, crossing the sky to all far ports of earth.
In his grave the new violence of this future world had driven down and seeped into William Lantry. He had been bathed in it for years. He knew all about it, with a hating dead man's knowledge of such things.
Most important of all, he knew what these fools did with dead men.
He lifted his eyes. In the centre of the town a massive stone finger pointed at the stars. It was three hundred feet high and fifty feet across. There was a wide entrance and a drive in front of it.
In the town, theoretically, thought William Lantry, say you have a dying man. In a moment he will be dead. What happens? No sooner is his pulse cold than a certificate is flourished, made out, his relatives pack him into a car-beetle and drive him swiftly to—
The Incinerator!
That functional finger, that Pillar of Fire pointing at the stars. Incinerator. A functional, terrible name. But truth is truth in this future world.
Like a stick of kindling your Mr. Dead Man is shot into the furnace.
Flume!
William Lantry looked at the top of the gigantic pistol shoving at the stars. A small pennant of smoke issued from the top.
There's where your dead people go.
"Take care of yourself, William Lantry," he murmured. "You're the last one, the rare item, the last dead man. All the other graveyards of earth have been blasted up. This is the last graveyard and you're the last dead man from the centuries. These people don't believe in having dead people about, much less walking dead people. Everything that can't be used goes up like a matchstick. Superstitions right along with it!"
He looked at the town. All right, he thought, quietly.
I hate you. You hate me, or youwouldif you knew I existed. You don't believe in such things as vampires or ghosts. Labels without referents, you cry! You snort. All right, snort! Frankly, I don't believe inyou, either! I don'tlikeyou! You and your Incinerators.
He trembled. How very close it had been. Day after day they had hauled out the other dead ones, burned them like so much kindling. An edict had been broadcast around the world. He had heard the digging men talk as they worked!
"I guess it's a good idea, this cleaning up the graveyards," said one of the men.
"Guess so," said another. "Grisly custom. Can you imagine? Being buried, I mean! Unhealthy! All them germs!"
"Sort of a shame. Romantic, kind of. I mean, leaving just this one graveyard untouched all these centuries. The other graveyards were cleaned out, what year was it, Jim?"
"About 2260, I think. Yeah, that was it, 2260, almost a hundred years ago. But some Salem Committee they got on their high horse and they said, 'Look here, let's have justonegraveyard left, to remind us of the customs of the barbarians.' And the gover'ment scratched its head, thunk it over, and said, 'Okay. Salem it is. But all other graveyards go, you understand, all!' "
"And away they went," said Bill.
"Sure, they sucked 'em out with fire and steam shovels and rocket-cleaners. If they knew a man was buried in a cow-pasture, they fixed him! Evacuated them, they did. Sort of cruel, I say."
"I hate to sound old-fashioned, but still there were a lot of tourists came here every year, just to see what a real graveyard was like."
"Right. We had nearly a million people in the last three years visiting. A good revenue. But—a government order is an order. The government says no more morbidity, so flush her out we do! Here we go. Hand me that spade, Bill."
 
William Lantry stood in the autumn wind, on the hill. It was good to walk again, to feel the wind and to hear the leaves scuttling like mice on the road ahead of him. It was good to see the bitter cold stars almost blown away by the wind.
It was even good to know fear again.
For fear rose in him now, and he could not put it away. The very fact that he was walking made him an enemy. And there was not another friend, another dead man, in all of the world, to whom one could turn for help or consolation. It was the whole melodramatic living world against one William Lantry. It was the whole vampire-disbelieving, body-burning, graveyard-annihilating world against a man in a dark suit on a dark autumn hill. He put out his pale cold hands into the city illumination. You have pulled the tombstones, like teeth, from the yard, he thought. Now I will find some way to push your damnable Incinerators down into rubble. I will make dead people again, and I will make friends in so doing. I cannot be alone and lonely. I must start manufacturing friends very soon. Tonight.
"War is declared," he said, and laughed. It was pretty silly, one man declaring war on an entire world.
The world did not answer back. A rocket crossed the sky on a rush of flame, like an Incinerator taking wing.
Footsteps. Lantry hastened to the edge of the cemetery. The diggers, coming back to finish up their work? No. Just someone, a man, walking by.
As the man came abreast the cemetery gate, Lantry stepped swiftly out. "Good evening," said the man, smiling.
Lantry struck the man in the face. The man fell. Lantry bent quietly down and hit the man a killing blow across the neck with the side of his hand.
Dragging the body back into shadow, he stripped it, changed clothes with it. It wouldn't do for a fellow to go wandering about this future world with ancient clothing on. He found a small pocket knife in the man's coat; not much of a knife, but enough if you knew how to handle it properly. He knew how.
He rolled the body down into one of the already opened and exhumed graves. In a minute he had shovelled dirt down upon it, just enough to hide it. There was little chance of it being found. They wouldn't dig the same grave twice.
He adjusted himself in his new loose-fitting metallic suit. Fine, fine.
Hating, William Lantry walked down into town, to do battle with the Earth.
 
 
II
 
The Incinerator was open. It never closed. There was a wide entrance, all lighted up with hidden illumination, there was a helicopter landing table and a beetle drive. The town itself was dying down after another day of the dynamo. The lights were going dim, and the only quiet, lighted spot in the town now was the Incinerator. God, what a practical name, what an unromantic name.
William Lantry entered the wide, well-lighted door. It was an entrance, really; there were no doors to open or shut. People could go in and out, summer or winter, the inside was always warm. Warm from the fire that rushed whispering up the high round flue to where the whirlers, the propellers, the air-jets pushed the leafy grey ashes on away for a ten mile ride down the sky.
There was the warmth of the bakery here. The halls were floored with rubber parquet. You couldn't make a noise if you wanted to. Music played in hidden throats somewhere. Not music of death at all, but music of life and the way the sun lived inside the Incinerator; or the sun's brother, anyway. You could hear the flame floating inside the heavy brick wall.
William Lantry descended a ramp. Behind him he heard a whisper and turned in time to see a beetle stop before the entrance way. A bell rang. The music, as if at a signal, rose to ecstatic heights. There was joy in it.
From the beetle, which opened from the rear, some attendants stepped carrying a golden box. It was six feet long and there were sun symbols on it. From another beetle the relatives of the man in the box stepped and followed as the attendants took the golden box down a ramp to a kind of altar. On the side of the altar were the words, "we that were born of the sun return to the sun." The golden box was deposited upon the altar, the music leaped upward, the Guardian of this place spoke only a few words, then the attendants picked up the golden box, walked to a transparent wall, a safety lock also transparent, and opened it. The box was shoved into the glass slot. A moment later an inner lock opened, the box was injected into the interior of the flue and vanished instantly in quick flame.
The attendants walked away. The relatives without a word turned and walked out. The music played.
William Lantry approached the glass fire lock. He peered through the wall at the vast, glowing, never-ceasing heart of the Incinerator. It burned steadily without a flicker, singing to itself peacefully. It was so solid it was like a golden river flowing up out of the earth towards the sky. Anything you put into the river was borne upwards, vanished
Lantry felt again his unreasoning hatred of this thing, this monster, cleansing fire.
A man stood at his elbow. "May I help you, sir?"
"What?" Lantry turned abruptly. "What did you say?"
"May I be of service?"
"I—that is—" Lantry looked quickly at the ramp and the door. His hands trembled at his sides. "I've never been in here before."
"Never?" The Attendant was surprised.
That had been the wrong thing to say, Lantry realized. But it was said, nevertheless. "I mean," he said. "Not really, I mean, when you're a child, somehow, you don't pay attention. I suddenly realized tonight that I didn't reallyknowthe Incinerator."
The Attendant smiled. "We never know anything, do we, really? I'll be glad to show you around."
"Oh, no. Never mind. It—it's a wonderful place."
"Yes, it is." The Attendant took pride in it. "One of the finest in the world, I think."
"I—" Lantry felt he must explain further. "I haven't had many relatives die on me since I was a child. In fact, none. So, you see I haven't been here for many years."
"I see." The Attendant's face seemed to darken somewhat.
What've I said now, thought Lantry. What in God's name is wrong? What've I done? If I'm not careful I'll get myself shoved right into that damnable fire trap. What's wrong with this fellow's face? He seems to be giving me more than the usual going over.
"You wouldn't be one of the men who've just returned from Mars, would you?" asked the Attendant.
"No. Why do you ask?"
"No matter." The Attendant began to walk off. "If you want to know anything, just ask me."
"Just one thing," said Lantry.
"What's that?"
"This."
Lantry dealt him a stunning blow across the neck.
He had watched the fire-trap operator with expert eyes. Now, with the sagging body in his arms, he touched the button that opened the warm outer lock, placed the body in, heard the music rise, and saw the inner lock open. The body shot out into the river of fire. The music softened.
"Well done, Lantry, well done."
 
Barely an instant later another attendant entered the room. Lantry was caught with an expression of pleased excitement on his face. The Attendant looked around as if expecting to find someone, then he walked towards Lantry. "May I help you?"
"Just looking," said Lantry.
"Rather late at night," said the Attendant.
"I couldn't sleep."
That was the wrong answer, too. Everybody slept in this world. Nobody had insomnia. If you did you simply turned on a hypno-ray, and, sixty seconds later, you were snoring. Oh, he was justfullof wrong answers. First he had made the fatal error of saving he had never been in the Incinerator before, when he knew damned well that all children were brought here on tours, every year, from the time they were four, to instill the idea of the clean fire death and the Incinerator in their minds. Death was a bright fire, death was warmth and the sun. It was not a dark, shadowed thing. That was important in their education. And he, pale thoughtless fool, had immediately gabbled out his ignorance.
And another thing, this paleness of his. He looked at his hands and realised with growing terror that a pale man also was non-existent in this world. They would suspect his paleness. That was why the first Attendant had asked, "Are you one of those men newly returned from Mars?" Here, now, this new Attendant was clean and bright as a copper penny, his cheeks red with health and energy. Lantry hid his pale hands in his pockets. But he was hilly aware of the searching the Attendant did on his face.
"I mean to say," said Lantry, "I didn'twantto sleep. I wanted to think."
"Was there a service held here a moment ago?" asked the Attendant, looking about.
"I don't know, I just came in."
"I thought I heard the fire lock open and shut."
"I don't know," said Lantry.
The man pressed a wall button. "Anderson?"
A voice replied. "Yes."
"Locate Saul for me, will you?"
"I'll ring the corridors." A pause. "Can't find him."
"Thanks." The Attendant was puzzled. He was beginning to make little sniffing motions with his nose. "Do you—smellanything?"
Lantry sniffed. "No. Why?"
"Ismellsomething."
Lantry took hold of the knife in his pocket. He waited.
"I remember once when I was a kid," said the man. "And we found a cow lying dead in the field. It had been there two days in the not sun. That's what this smell is. I wonder what it's from?"
"Oh, I know what it is," said Lantry quietly. He held out his hand. "Here."
"What?"
"Me, of course."
"You?"
"Dead several hundred years."
"You're an odd joker." The Attendant was puzzled!
"Very." Lantry took out the knife. "Do you know what this is?"
"A knife."
"Do you ever use knives on people any more?"
"How do you mean?"
"I mean—killing them, with knives or guns or poison?"
"Youarean odd joker!" The man giggled awkwardly.
"I'm going to kill you," said Lantry.
"Nobody kills anybody," said the man.
"Not any more they don't. But they used to, in the old days."
"I know they did."
"This will be the first murder in three hundred years. I just killed your friend. I just shoved him into the fire lock."
That remark had the desired effect. It numbed the man so completely, it shocked him so thoroughly with its illogical aspects that Lantry had time to walk forward. He put the knife against the man's chest. "I'm going to kill you."
"That's silly," said the man, numbly. "People don't do that."
"Like this," said Lantry. "You see?" The knife slid into the chest. The man stared at it for a moment. Lantry caught the falling body.
 
 
III
 
The Salem flue exploded at six that morning. The great fire chimney shattered into ten thousand parts and flung itself into the earth and into the sky and into the houses of the sleeping people. There was fire and sound, more fire than autumn made burning in the hills.
William Lantry was five miles away at the time of the explosion. He saw the town ignited by the great spreading cremation of it. And he snook his head and laughed a little bit and clapped his hands smartly together.
Relatively simple. You walked around killing people who didn't believe in murder, had only heard of it indirectly as some dim gone custom of the old barbarian races. You walked into the control-room of the Incinerator and said, "How do you work this Incinerator?" and the control man told you, because everybody told the truth in this world of the future, nobody lied, there was no reason to lie, there was no danger to  beagainst. There was only one criminal in the world, and nobody knewheexisted yet.
Oh, it was an incredibly beautiful set-up. The Control Man had told him just how the Incinerator worked, what pressure gauges controlled the flood of fire gases going up the flue, what levers were adjusted or readjusted. He and Lantry had had quite a talk. It was an easy free world. People trusted people. A moment later Lantry had shoved a knife in the Control Man also and set the pressure gauges for an overload to occur half an hour later, and walked out of the Incinerator halls, whistling.
Now even the sky was palled with the vast black cloud of the explosion.
"This is only the first," said Lantry, looking at the sky.
"I'll tear all the others down before they even suspect there's an unethical man loose in their society. They can't account for a variable like me. I'm beyond their understanding. I'm incomprehensible, impossible, therefore I do not exist. My God, I can kill hundreds of thousands of them before they even realize murder is out in the world again. I can make it look like an accident each time. Why, the idea is so huge, it's unbelievable!"
The fire burned the town. He sat under a tree for a long time, until morning. Then, he found a cave in the hills, and went in, to sleep.
He awoke at sunset with a sudden dream of fire. He saw himself pushed into the flue, cut into sections by flame, burned away to nothing. He sat up on the cave floor, laughing at himself. He had an idea.
He walked down into the town and stepped into an audio booth. He dialledOperator. "Give me the Police Department," he said.
"I beg your pardon?" said the operator.
He tried again. "The Law Force," he said.
"I will connect you with the Peace Control," she said, at last.
A little fear began ticking inside him like a tiny watch. Suppose the operator recognized the term Police Department as an anachronism, took his audio number, and sent someone out to investigate? No, she wouldn't do that. Why should she suspect? Paranoids were nonexistent in this civilization.
"Yes, the Peace Control," he said.
A buzz. A man's voice answered. "Peace Control. Stephens speaking."
"Give me the Homicide Detail," said Lantry, smiling.
"Thewhat?"
"Who investigates murders?"
"I beg your pardon, what are you talking about?"
"Wrong number." Lantry hung up, chuckling. Ye gods, there was no such thing as a Homicide Detail. There were no murders, therefore they needed no detectives. Perfect, perfect!
The audio rang back. Lantry hesitated, then answered.
"Say," said the voice on the phone. "Whoareyou?"
"The man just left who called," said Lantry, and hung up again.
He ran. They would recognise his voice and perhaps send someone out to check. People didn't lie.Hehad just lied. They knew his voice. Anybody who lied needed a psychiatrist. They would come to pick him up to see why he was lying. For nootherreason. They suspected him of nothing else. Therefore—he must run.
Oh, how very carefully he must act from now on. He knew nothing of this world, this odd straight truthful ethical world. Simply by looking pale you were suspect. Simply by not sleeping nights you were suspect. Simply by not bathing, by smelling like a—dead cow?—you were suspect. Anything.
He must go to a library. But that was dangerous, too. What were libraries like today? Did they have books or did they have film spools which projected books on a screen? Or did people have libraries at home, thus eliminating the necessity of keeping large main libraries?
He decided to chance it. His use of archaic terms might well make him suspect again, but now it was very important he learn all that could be learned of this foul world into which he had come again. He stopped a man on the street. "Which way to the library?"
The man was not surprised. "Two blocks east, one block north."
"Thank you."
Simple as that.
He walked into the library a few minutes later.
"May I help you?"
He looked at the librarian. May I help you, may I help you. What a world of helpful people! "I'd like to 'have' Edgar Allan Poe." His verb was carefully chosen. He didn't say "read." He was too afraid that books were passe, that printing itself was a lost art. Maybe all "books" today were in the form of fully delineated three-dimensional motion pictures. How in hell could you make a motion picture out of Socrates, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Freud?
"What was that name again?"
"Edgar Allan Poe."
"There is no such author listed in our files."
"Will you please check?"
She checked. "Oh, yes. There's a red mark on the file card. He was one of the authors in the Great Burning of 2265."
"How ignorant of me."
"That's all right," she said. "Have you heard much of him?"
"He had some interesting barbarian ideas on death," said Lantry.
"Horrible ones," she said, wrinkling her nose. "Ghastly."
"Yes. Ghastly. Abominable, in fact. Good thing he was burned. Unclean. By the way, do you have any of Lovecraft?"
"Is that a sex book?"
Lantry exploded with laughter. "No, no. It's a man."
She riffled the file. "He was burned, too. Along with Poe."
"I suppose that applies to Machen and a man named Derleth and one named Ambrose Bierce, also?"
"Yes." She shut the file cabinet. "All burned. And good riddance." She gave him an odd warm look of interest. "I bet you've just come back from Mars."
"Why do you say that?"
"There was another explorer in here yesterday. He'd just made the Mars hop and return. He was interested in supernatural literature, also. It seems there are actually 'tombs' on Mars."
"What are 'tombs'?" Lantry was learning to keep his mouth closed.
"You know, those things they once buried people in."
"Barbarian custom. Ghastly!"
"Isn'tit? Well, seeing the Martian tombs made this young explorer curious. He came and asked if we had any of those authors you mentioned. Of course we haven't even a smitch of their stuff." She looked at his pale face. "Youareone of the Martian rocket men, aren't you?"
"Yes," he said. "Got back on the ship the other day."
"The other young man's name was Burke."
"Of course. Burke! Good friend of mine!"
"Sorry I can't help you. You'd best get yourself some vitamin shots and some sun-lamp. You look terrible, Mr—?"
"Lantry. I'll be good. Thanks ever so much. See you next Hallows' Eve!"
"Aren't you the clever one." She laughed. "If therewerea Hallows' Eve, I'd make it a date."
"But they burnedthat, too," he said.
"Oh, they burned everything," she said.
"Good night."
"Good night." And he went out.
 
Oh, how carefully he was balanced in this world! Like some kind of dark gyroscope, whirling with never a murmur, a very silent man. As he walked along the eight o'clock evening street he noticed with particular interest that there was not an unusual amount of lights about. There were the usual street lights at each corner, but the blocks themselves were only faintly illuminated. Could it be that these remarkable people were notafraid of the dark? Incredible nonsense!Everyonewas afraid of the dark.Even hehimself had been afraid, as a child. It was as natural as eating.
A little boy ran by on pelting feet, followed by six others. They yelled and shouted and rolled on the dark cool October lawn, in the leaves. Lantry looked on for several minutes before addressing himself to one of the small boys who was for a moment taking a respite, gathering his breath into his small lungs, as a boy might blow to refill a punctured paper bag.
"Here, now," said Lantry. "You'll wear yourself out."
"Sure," said the boy.
"Could you tell me," said the man, "why there are not street lights in the middle of the blocks?"
"Why?" asked the boy.
"I'm a teacher, I thought I'd test your knowledge," said Lantry.
"Well," said the boy, "you don't need lights in the middle of the block, that's why."
"But it gets rather dark," said Lantry.
"So?" said the boy.
"Aren't you afraid?" asked Lantry.
"Of what?" asked the boy.
"The dark," said Lantry.
"Ho, ho," said the boy. "Why should I be?"
"Well," said Lantry. "It's black, it's dark. And after all, street lights were invented to take away the dark and take away fear."
"That's silly. Street lights were made so you could see where you were walking. Outside of that there's nothing."
"You miss the whole point—" said Lantry. "Do you mean to say you would sit in the middle of an empty lot all night and not be afraid?"
"Of what?"
"Of what, of what, of what, you little ninny! Of the dark!"
"Ho ho."
"Would you go out in the hills and stay all night in the dark?"
"Sure."
"Would you stay in a deserted house alone?"
"Sure."
"And not be afraid?"
"Sure."
"You're a liar!"
"Don't you call me nasty names!" shouted the boy. Liar was the improper noun, indeed. It seemed to be the worst thing you could call a person.
Lantry was completely furious with the little monster. "Look," he insisted. "Look into my eyes…"
The boy looked.
Lantry Dared his teeth slightly. He put out his hands, making a clawlike gesture. He leered and gesticulated and wrinkled his face into a terrible mask of horror.
"Ho ho," said the boy. "You're funny."
"Whatdid you say?"
"You're funny. Do it again. Hey, gang, c'mere! This man does funny things!"
"Never mind."
"Do it again, sir."
"Never mind, never mind. Good night!" Lantry ran off.
"Good night, sir. And mind the dark, sir!" called the little boy.
 
Of all the stupidity, of all the rank, gross, crawling, jelly-mouthed stupidity! He had never seen the like of it in his life! Bringing the children up without so much as anounceof imagination! Where was the fun in being children if you didn't imagine things?
He stopped running. He slowed and for the first time began to appraise himself. He ran his hand over his face and bit his finger and found that he himself was standing midway in the block and he felt uncomfortable. He moved up to the street corner where there was a glowing lantern.  "That's better," he said, holding his hands out like a man to an open warm fire.
He listened. There was not a sound except the night breathing of the crickets. Faintly there was a fire-hush as a rocket swept the sky. It was the sound a torch might make brandished gently on the dark air.
He listened to himself and for the first time he realized what there was so peculiar to himself. There was not a sound in him. The little nostril and lung noises were absent. His lungs did not take nor give oxygen or carbon-dioxide; they did not move. The hairs in his nostrils did not quiver with warm combing air. That faint purrling whisper of breathing did not sound in his nose. Strange. Funny. A noise you never heard when you were alive, the breath that fed your body, and yet, once dead, oh how you missed it!
The only other time you ever heard it was on deep dreamless awake nights when you wakened and listened and heard first your nose taking and gently poking out the air, and then the dull deep dim red thunder of the blood in your temples, in your eardrums, in your throat, in your aching wrists, in your warm loins, in your chest. All of those little rhythms, gone. The wrist beat gone, the throat pulse gone, the chest vibration gone. The sound of the blood coming up down around and through, up down around and through. Now it was like listening to a statue.
And yet helived. Or, rather, moved about. And how was this done, over and above scientific explanations, theories, doubts?
By one thing, and one thing alone.
Hatred.
Hatred was a blood in him, it went up down around and through, up down around and through. It was a heart in him, not beating, true, but warm. He was—what? Resentment. Envy. They said he could not lie any longer in his coffin in the cemetery. He hadwantedto. He had never had any particular desire to get up and walk around. It had been enough, all these centuries, to lie in the deep box and feel butnot feelthe ticking of the million insect watches in the earth around, the moves of worms like so many deep thoughts in the soil.
But then they had come and said, "Out you go and into the furnace!" And that is the worst thing you can say to any man. You cannot tell him what to do. If you say you are dead, he will want not to be dead. If you say there are no such things as vampires, by God, that man will try tobeone just for spite. If you say a dead man cannot walk he will test his limbs. If you say murder is no longer occurring, he will make it occur. He was,in toto, all the impossible things. They had given birth to him with their damnable practices and ignorances. Oh, how wrong they were. They needed to be shown. He wouldshowthem! Sun isgood, so isnight, there is nothing wrong with dark,they said.
Dark is horror, he shouted, silently, facing the little houses. It ismeantfor contrast. You must fear, you hear! That has always been the way of this  world. You destroyers of Edgar Allan Poe and fine big-worded Lovecraft, you burner of Hallowe'en masks and destroyer of pumpkin jack-o-lanterns! I will make night what itoncewas, the thing against which man built all his lanterned cities and his many children!
As if in answer to this, a rocket, flying low, trailed a long rakish feather of flame. It made Lantry flinch and draw back.
 
 
IV
 
It was but ten miles to the little town of Science Port. He made it by dawn, walking. But even this was not good. At four in the morning a silver beetle pulled up on the road beside him.
"Hello," called the man inside.
"Hello," said Lantry wearily.
"Why are you walking?" asked the man.
"I'm going to Science Port."
"Why don't you ride?"
"Iliketo walk."
"Nobodylikes to walk. Are you sick? May I give you a ride?"
"Thanks, but I like to walk."
The man hesitated, then closed the beetle door. "Good night."
When the beetle was gone over the hill, Lantry retreated into a nearby forest. A world full of bungling helping people. By God, you couldn't evenwalkwithout being accused of sickness. That meant only one thing. He must not walk any longer, he had to ride. He should have accepted that fellow's offer.
The rest of the night he walked far enough off the highway so that if a beetle rushed by he had time to vanish in the underbrush. At dawn he crept into an empty dry water-drain and closed his eyes.
 
The dream was as perfect as a rimed snowflake.
He saw the graveyard where he had lain deep and ripe over the centuries. He heard the early morning footsteps of the labourers returning to finish their work.
"Would you mind passing me the shovel, Jim?"
"Here you go."
"Wait a minute, wait a minute."
"What's up?"
"Look here. We didn't finish last night, did we?"
"No."
"There was one more coffin, wasn't there?"
"Yes."
"Well, here it is, and open."
"You've got the wrong hole."
"What's the name say on the gravestone?"
"Lantry. William Lantry."
"That's him, that's the one! Gone!"
"What could have happened to it?"
"How do I know. The body was here last night."
"We can't be sure, we didn't look."
"God, man, people don't bury empty coffins. He was in his box. Now he isn't."
"Maybe this box was empty."
"Nonsense. Smell that smell? He was here all right."
A pause.
"Nobody would have taken the body, would they?"
"What for?"
"A curiosity, perhaps."
"Don't be ridiculous. People just don't steal. Nobodysteals."
"Well, then, there's only one solution."
"And?"
"He got up and walked away."
A pause. In the dark dream, Lantry expected to hear laughter. There was none. Instead, the voice of the gravedigger, after a thoughtful pause, said, "Yes. That's it, indeed. He got up and walked away."
"That's interesting to think about," said the other.
"Isn't it, though?
Silence.
 
Lantry awoke. It had all been a dream, but God, how realistic. How strangely the two men had carried on. But not unnaturally, on, no. That was exactly how you expected men of the future to talk. Men of the future. Lantry grinned wryly. That was an anachronism for you. Thiswasthe future. This was happeningnow. It wasn't 300 years from now, it was now, not then, or any other time. This wasn't the Twentieth Century. Oh, how calmly those two men in the dream had said, "He got up and walked away." "—interesting to think about." "Isn'tit, though?" With never a quaver in their voices. With not so much as a glance over their shoulders or a tremble of spade in hand. But, of course, with their perfectly honest, logical minds, there was but one explanation; certainly nobody hadstolenthe corpse. "Nobodysteals." The corpse had simply got up and walked off. The corpse was the only one who could havepossiblymoved the corpse. By the few casual slow words of the gravediggers Lantry knew what they were thinking. Here was a man that had lain in suspended animation, not really dead, for hundreds of years. The jarring about, the activity, had brought him back.
Everyone had heard of those little green toads that are sealed for centuries inside mud rocks or in ice patties, alive, alive oh! And how when scientists chipped them out and warmed them like marbles in their hands the little toads leapt about and frisked and blinked. Then it was only logical that the gravediggers think of William Lantry in like fashion.
But what if the various parts were fitted together in the next day or so? If the vanished body and the shattered, exploded Incinerator were connected? What if this fellow named Burke, who had returned pale from Mars, went to the library again and said to the young woman he wanted some books and she said, "On, your friend Lantry was in the other day." And he'd say, "Lantry who? Don't know anyone by that name." And she'd say, "Oh, helied." And people in this time didn't lie. So it would all form and coalesce, item by item, bit by bit. A pale man who was pale and shouldn't be pale had lied and people don't lie, and a walking man on a lonely country road had walked and people don't walk anymore, and a body was missing from a cemetery, and the Incinerator had blown up and and—
They would come after him. They would find him. He would be easy to find. He walked. He lied. He was pale. They would find him and take him and stick him through the open fire lock of the nearest burner and that would be your Mr. William Lantry, like a Fourth of July set-piece!
There was only one thing to be done efficiently and completely. He arose in violent moves. His lips were wide and his dark eyes were flared and there was a trembling and burning all through him. He must kill and kill and  kill and kill and kill. He must make his enemies into friends, into people like himself who walked but shouldn't walk, who were pale in a land of pinks. He must kill and then kill and then kill again. He must make bodies and dead people and corpses. He must destroy Incinerator after flue after burner after Incinerator. Explosion on explosion. Death on death. Then, when the Incinerators were all thrown in ruin, and the hastily established morgues were jammed with the bodies of people shattered by the explosion, then he would begin to make friends, his enrolment of the dead in his own cause.
Before they traced and found and killed him, they must be killed themselves. So far he was safe. He could kill and they would not kill back. People simply do not go around killing. That was his safety margin. He climbed out of the abandoned drain, stood in the road.
He took the knife from his pocket and hailed the next beetle.
 
It was like the Fourth of July! The biggest damned firecracker of them all. The Science Port Incinerator split down the middle and flew apart. It made a thousand small explosions that ended with a greater one. It fell upon the town and crushed houses and burned trees. It woke people from sleep and then put them to sleep again, forever, an instant later.
William Lantry, sitting in a beetle that was not his own, tuned idly to a station on the audio dial. The collapse of the Incinerator had killed some four hundred people. Many had been caught in flattened houses, others struck by flying metal. A temporary morgue was being set up at—
An address was given.
Lantry noted it with a pad and pencil.
He could go on this way, he thought, from town to town, from country to country, destroying the burners, the Pillars of Fire, until the whole clean magnificent framework of flame and cauterization was tumbled. He made a fair estimate—each explosion averaged five hundred dead. You could work up to a hundred thousand in no time.
He pressed the floor stud of the beetle. Smiling, he drove off through the dark streets of the city.
The city coroner had requisitioned an old warehouse. From midnight until four in the morning the grey beetles hissed down the rain-shiny streets, turned in, and the bodies were laid out on the cold concrete floors, with white sheets over them. It was a continuous flow until about four-thirty; then it stopped. There were about two hundred bodies there, white and cold.
The bodies were left alone; nobody stayed behind to tend them. There was no use tending the dead; it was a useless procedure; the dead could take care of themselves.
About five o'clock, with a touch of dawn in the east, the first trickle of relatives arrived to identify their sons or their fathers or their mothers or their uncles. The people moved quickly into the warehouse, made the identification, moved quickly out again. By six o'clock, with the sky still lighter in the east, this trickle had passed on, also.
William Lantry walked across the wide wet street and entered the warehouse.
He held a piece of blue chalk in one hand.
He walked by the coroner who stood in the entranceway talking to two others "… drive the bodies to the Incinerator in Mellin Town, tomorrow…" The voices faded.
Lantry moved, his feet echoing faintly on the cool concrete. A wave of sourceless relief came to him as he walked among the shrouded figures. He was among his own. And—better than that, by God! he hadcreatedthese! He had made them dead! He had procured for himself a vast number of recumbent friends!
Was the coroner watching? Lantry turned his head. No. The warehouse was calm and quiet and shadowed in the dark morning. The coroner was walking away now, across the street, with his two attendants, a beetle had drawn up on the other side of the street, and the coroner was going over to talk with whomever was in the beetle.
William Lantry stood and made a blue chalk pentagram on the floor by each of the bodies. He moved swiftly, swiftly, without a sound, without blinking. In a few minutes, glancing up now and then to see if the coroner was still busy, he had chalked the floor by a hundred bodies. He straightened up and put the chalk in his pocket.
Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their party, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their party, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their party, now is the time…
Lying in the earth, over the centuries, the processes and thoughts of passing peoples and passing times had seeped down to him, slowly, as into a deep-buried sponge. From some death-memory in him now, ironically, repeatedly, a black typewriter clacked out black even lines of pertinent words:
Now is the time for all good men, for all good men, to come to the aid of—
William Lantry.
other words—
Arise my love, and come away—
The quick brown fox jumped over…Paraphrase it. The quick risen body jumped over the tumbled Incinerator…
Lazarus, come forth from the tomb…
He knew the right words. He need only speak them as they had been spoken over the centuries. He need only gesture with his hands and speak the words, the dark words that would cause these bodies to quiver, rise and walk!
And when they had risen he would take them through the town, they would kill others and the others would rise and walk. By the end of the day there would be thousands of good friends walking with him. And what of the naive, living people of this year, this day, this hour? They would be completely unprepared for it. They would go down to defeat because they would not be expecting war of any sort. They wouldn't believe it possible, it would all be over before they could convince themselves that such an illogical thing could happen.
He lifted his hands. His lips moved. He said the words. He began in a chanting whisper and then raised his voice, louder. He said the words again and again and again. His eyes were closed tightly. His body swayed. He spoke faster and faster. He began to move forward among the bodies. The dark words flowed from his mouth. He was enchanted with his own formulae. He stooped and made further blue symbols on the concrete, in the fashion of long-dead sorcerers, smiling, confident. Any moment now the first tremor of the still bodies, any moment now the rising, the leaping up of the cold ones!
His hands lifted in the air. His head nodded. He spoke, he spoke, he spoke. He gestured. He talked loudly over the bodies, his eyes flaring, his body tensed. "Now!" he cried violently. "Rise,allof you!"
Nothing happened.
"Rise!" he screamed, with a terrible torment in his voice.
The sheets lay in white blue-shadow folds over the silent bodies.
"Hear me, and act!" he shouted.
Far away, on the street, a beetle hissed along.
Again, again, again he shouted, pleaded. He got down by each body and asked of it his particular violent favour. No reply. He strode wildly between the even white rows, flinging his arms up, stooping again and again to make blue symbols!
Lantry was very pale. He licked his lips. "Come on, get up," he said. "They have, they always have, for a thousand years. When you make a mark—so! and speak a word—so! they always rise! Why not you now, why not you! Come on, comeon, beforetheycome back!"
The warehouse went up into shadow. There were steel beams across and down. In it, under the roof, there was not a sound, except the raving of a lonely man.
Lantry stopped.
Through the wide doors of the warehouse he caught a glimpse of the last cold star of morning.
This was the year 2349.
His eyes grew cold and his hands fell to his sides. He did not move.
 
Once upon a time people shuddered when they heard the wind about the house, once people raised crucifixes and wolfbane, and believed in walking dead and bats and loping white wolves. And as long as they believed, then so long did the dead, the bats, the loping wolves exist. The mind gave birth and reality to them.
But…
He looked at the white-sheeted bodies.
Thesepeople did not believe.
They had never believed. They would never believe.
They had never imagined that the dead might walk. The dead went up flues in flame. They had never heard superstition, never trembled or shuddered or doubted in the dark. Walking dead people could not exist, they were illogical. This was the year 2349, man, after all!
Therefore, these people could not rise, could not walk again. They were dead and flat and cold. Nothing, chalk, imprecation, superstition, could wind them up and set them walking. They were dead andknewthey were dead!
He was alone.
There were live people in the world who moved and drove beetles and drank quiet drinks in little dimly illumined bars by country roads, and kissed women and talked much good talk all day and every day.
But he was not alive.
Friction gave him what little warmth he possessed.
There were two hundred dead people here in this warehouse now, cold upon the floor. The first dead people in a hundred years who were allowed to be corpses  for an extra hour or more. The first not to be immediately trundled to the Incinerator and lit like so much phosphorus.
He should be happy with them, among them.
He was not.
They were completely dead. They did not know nor believe in walking once the heart had paused and stilled itself. They were deader than dead ever was.
He was indeed alone, more alone than any man had ever been. He felt the chill of his aloneness moving up into his chest, strangling him quietly.
William Lantry turned suddenly and gasped.
While he had stood there, someone had entered the warehouse. A tall man with white hair, wearing a lightweight tan overcoat and no hat. How long the man had been nearby there was no telling.
There was no reason to stay here. Lantry turned and started to walk slowly out. He looked hastily at the man as he passed and the man with the white hair looked back at him, curiously. Had he heard? The imprecations, the pleadings, the shoutings? Did he suspect? Lantry slowed his walk. Had this man seen him make the blue chalk marks? But then, would he interpret them as symbols of an ancient superstition? Probably not.
Reaching the door, Lantry paused. For a moment he did not want to do anything but lie down and be coldly, really dead again and be carried silently down the street to some distant burning flue and there dispatched in ash and whispering fire. If he was indeed alone and there was no chance to collect an army to his cause, what, then, existed as a reason for going on? Killing? Yes, he'd kill a few thousand more. But that wasn't enough. You can only do so much of that before they drag you down.
He looked at the cold sky.
A rocket went across the black heaven, trailing fire.
Mars burned red among a million stars.
Mars. The library. The librarian. Talk. Returning rocket men. Tombs.
Lantry almost gave a shout. He restrained his hand, which wanted so much to reach up into the sky and touch Mars. Lovely red star on the sky. Good star that gave him sudden new hope. If he had a living heart now it would be thrashing wildly, and sweat would be breaking out of him and his pulses would be stammering, and tears would be in his eyes!
He would go down to wherever the rockets sprang up into space. He would go to Mars, one way or another. He would go to the Martian tombs. There, there, by God, were bodies, he would bet his last hatred on it, that would rise and walk and work with him! Theirs was an ancient culture, much different from that of Earth, patterned on the Egyptian, if what the librarian had said was true. And the Egyptian—what a crucible of dark superstition and midnight terror that culture had been! Mars itwas, then. Beautiful Mars!
But he must not attract attention to himself. He must move carefully. He wanted to run, yes, to get away, but that would be the worst possible move he could make.  The man with the white hair was glancing at Lantry from time to time, in the entranceway.  There were too many people about. If anything happened he would be outnumbered. So far he had taken on onlyoneman at a time.
Lantry forced himself to stop and stand on the steps before the warehouse. The man with the white hair came out on to the steps also and stood, looking at the sky. He looked as if he was going to speak at any moment. He fumbled in his pockets, took out a packet of cigarettes.
 
 
V
 
They stood outside the morgue together, the tall pink, white-haired man, and Lantry, hands in their pockets. It was a cool night with a white shell of a moon that washed a house here, a road there and, further on, parts of a river.
"Cigarette?" The man offered Lantry one.
"Thanks."
They lit up together. The man glanced at Lantry's mouth. "Cool night."
"Cool."
They shifted their feet. "Terrible accident."
"Terrible."
"So many dead."
"So many."
Lantry felt himself some sort of delicate weight upon a scale. The other man did not seem to be looking at him, but rather listening and feeling towards him. There was a feathery balance here that made for vast discomfort. He wanted to move away and get out from under this balancing, weighing. The tall white-haired man said, "My name's McClure."
"Did you have any friends inside?" asked Lantry.
"No. A casual acquaintance. Awful accident."
"Awful."
They balanced each other. A beetle hissed by on the road with its seventeen tires whirling quietly. The moon showed a little town further over in the black hills.
"I say," said the man McClure.
"Yes."
"Could you answer me a question?"
"Be glad to." He loosened the knife in his coat pocket, ready.
"Is your name Lantry?" asked the man at last.
"Yes."
"WilliamLantry?"
"Yes."
"Then you're the man who came out of the Salem graveyard day before yesterday, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"Good Lord, I'm glad to meet you, Lantry! We've been trying to find you for the past twenty-four hours!"
The man seized his hand, pumped it, slapped him on the back.
"What, what?" said Lantry.
"Good Lord, man, why did you run off? Do you realize what an instance this is? We want to talk to you!"
McClure was smiling, glowing. Another handshake, another slap. "Ithoughtit was you!"
The man is mad, thought Lantry. Absolutely mad. Here I've toppled his incinerators, killed people, and he's shaking my hand. Mad, mad!
"Will you come alone to the Hall?" said the man, taking his elbow.
"Wh-what hall?" Lantry stepped back.
"The Science Hall, of course. It isn't every year we get a real case of suspended animation. In small animals, yes, but in a man, hardly! Will you come?"
"What's the act!" demanded Lantry, glaring. "What's all this talk."
"My dear fellow, what do you mean?" the man was stunned.
"Never mind. Is that the only reason you want to see me?"
"What other reason would there be, Mr. Lantry? You don't know how glad I am to see you!" He almost did a little dance. "I suspected. When we were in there together. You being so pale and all. And then the way you smoked your cigarette, something about it, and a lot of other things, all subliminal. But it is you, isn't it, itisyou!"
"It is I. William Lantry." Dryly.
"Good fellow! Come along!"
 
The beetle moved swiftly through the dawn streets. McClure talked rapidly.
Lantry sat, listening, astounded. Here was this fool, McClure, playing his cards for him! Here was this stupid scientist, or whatever, accepting him not as a suspicious baggage, a murderous item. On no! Quite the contrary! Only as a suspended animation case was he considered! Not as a dangerous man at all. Far from it!
"Of course," cried McClure, grinning, "you don't know where to go, whom to turn to. It was all quite incredible to you."
"Yes."
"I had a feeling you'd be there at the morgue tonight," said McClure, happily.
"Oh?" Lantry stiffened.
"Yes. Can't explain it. But you, how shall I put it? Ancient Americans? You had funny ideas on death. And you were among the dead so long, I felt you'd be drawn back by the accident, by the morgue and all. It's not very logical. Silly, in fact. It's just a feeling. I hate feelings but there it was. I came on a, I guess you'd call it a hunch, wouldn't you?"
"You might call it that."
"And there you were!"
"There I was," said Lantry.
"Are you hungry?"
"I've eaten."
"How did you get around?"
"I hitch-hiked."
"Youwhat?"
"People gave me rides on the road."
"Remarkable."
"I imagine it sounds that way." He looked at the passing houses. "So this is the era of space travel, is it?
"Oh, we've been travelling to Mars for some forty years now."
"Amazing. And those big funnels, those towers in the middle of every town?"
"Those. Haven't you heard? The Incinerators. Oh, of course, they hadn't anything of that sort in your time. Had some bad luck with them. An explosion in Salem and one here, all in a forty-eight hour period. You looked as if you were going to speak; what is it?"
"I was thinking," said Lantry. "How fortunate I got out of my coffin when I did. I might well have been thrown into one of your Incinerators and burned up."
"That would have been terrible, wouldn't it have?"
"Quite."
Lantry toyed with the dials of the beetle dash. He wouldn't go to Mars. His plans were changed. If this fool simply refused to recognize an act of violence when he stumbled upon it, then let him be a fool. If they didn't connect the two explosions with a man from the tomb, all well and good. Let them go on deluding themselves. If they couldn't imagine someone being mean and nasty and murderous, heaven help them. He rubbed his hands with satisfaction. No, no Martian trip for you, as yet, Lantry lad. First we'll see what can be done boring from the inside. Plenty of time. The Incinerators can wait an extra week or so. One has to be subtle, you know. Any more immediate explosions might cause quite a ripple of thought.
McClure was gabbling wildly on.
"Of course, you don't have to be examined immediately. You'll want a rest. I'll put you up at my place."
"Thanks. I don't feel up to being probed and pulled. Plenty of time in a week or so."
They drew up before a house and climbed out.
"You'll want sleep, naturally."
"I've been asleep for centuries. Be glad to stay awake. I'm not a bit tired."
"Good." McClure let them into the house. He headed for the drink bar. "A drink will fix us up."
"You have one," said Lantry. "Later for me. I just want to sit down."
"By all means sit." McClure mixed himself a drink. He looked around the room, looked at Lantry, paused for a moment with the drink in his hand, tilted his head to one side, and put his tongue in his cheek. Then he shrugged and stirred the drink. He walked slowly to a chair and sat, sipping the drink quietly. He seemed to be listening for something. "There are cigarettes on the table," he said.
"Thanks." Lantry took one and lit it and smoked it. He did not speak for some time.
Lantry thought, I'm taking this all too easily. Maybe I should kill and run. He's the only one that has found me, yet. Perhaps this is all a trap. Perhaps we're simply sitting here waiting for the police. Or whatever in hell they use for police these days. He looked at McClure. No. They weren't waiting for police. They were waiting for something else.
McClure didn't speak. He looked at Lantry's face and he looked at Lantry's hands. He looked at Lantry's chest a long time, with easy quietness. He sipped his drink. He looked at Lantry's feet.
Finally he said, "Where'd you get the clothing?"
"I asked someone for clothes and they gave these things to me. Darned nice of them."
"You'll find that's how we are in this world. All you have to do is ask."
McClure shut up again. His eyes moved. Only his eyes and nothing else. Once or twice he lifted his drink.
A little clock ticked somewhere in the distance.
"Tell me about yourself, Mr. Lantry."
"Nothing much to tell."
"You're modest."
"Hardly. You know about the past. I know nothing of the future, or I should say 'today' and day before yesterday. You don't learn much in a coffin."
McClure did not speak. He suddenly sat forward in his chair and then leaned back and shook his head.
They'll never suspect me, thought Lantry. They aren't superstitious, they simplycan'tbelieve in a dead man walking. Therefore, I'll be safe. I'll keep putting off the physical checkup. They're polite. They won't force me. Then, I'll work it so I can get to Mars. After that, the tombs, in my own good time, and the plan. God, how simple. How naive these people are.
 
McClure sat across the room for five minutes. A coldness had come over him. The color was very slowly going from his face, as one sees the color of medicine vanishing as one presses the bulb at the top of a dropper. He leaned forward, saying nothing, and offered another cigarette to Lantry.
"Thanks." Lantry took it. McClure sat deeply back into his easy chair, his knees folded one over the other. He did not look at Lantry, and yet somehow did. The feeling of weighing and balancing returned. McClure was like a tall thin master of hounds listening for something that nobody else could hear. There are little silver whistles you can blow that only dogs can hear. McClure seemed to be listening acutely, sensitively for such an invisible whistle, listening with his eyes and with his half-opened, dry mouth, and with his aching, breathing nostrils.
Lantry sucked the cigarette, sucked the cigarette, sucked the cigarette, and, as many times, blew out, blew out, blew out. McClure was like some lean red-shagged hound listening and listening with a slick slide of eyes to one side, with an apprehension in that hand that was so precisely microscopic that one only sensed it, as one sensed the invisible whistle, with some part of the brain deeper than eyes or nostril or ear. McClure was all chemist's scale, all antennae.
The room was so quiet the cigarette smoke made some kind of invisible noise rising to the ceiling. McClure was a thermometer, a chemist's scales, a listening hound, a litmus paper, an antenna; all these. Lantry did not move. Perhaps the feeling would pass. It had passed before. McClure did not move for a long while and then, without a word, he nodded at the sherry decanter, and Lantry refused as silently. They sat looking but not looking at each other, again and away, again and away.
McClure stiffened slowly. Lantry saw the color getting paler in those lean cheeks, and the hand tightening on the sherry glass, and a knowledge come at last to stay, never to go away, into the eyes.
Lantry did not move. He could not. All of this was of such a fascination that he wanted only to see, to hear, what would happen next. It was McClure's show from here on in.
McClure said, "At first I thought it was the finest psychosis I have ever seen. You, I mean. I thought, he's convinced himself, Lantry's convinced himself, he's quite insane, he's told himself to do all these things." McClure talked as if in a dream, and continued talking and didn't stop.
"I said to myself, he purposely doesn't breathe through his nose. I watched your nostrils, Lantry. The little nostril hairs never once quivered in the last hour. That wasn't enough. It was a fact I filed. It wasn't enough. He breathes through his mouth, I said, on purpose. And then I gave you a cigarette and you sucked and blew, sucked and blew. None of it ever came out your nose. I told myself, well, that's all right. He doesn't inhale. Is that terrible, is that suspect? All in the mouth, all in the mouth. And then, I looked at your chest. I watched. It never moved up or down, it did nothing. He's convinced himself, I said to myself. He's convinced himself about all this. He doesn't move his chest, except slowly, when he thinks you're not looking. That's what I told myself."
The words went on in the silent room, not pausing, still in a dream. "And then I offered you a drink but you don't drink and I thought, he doesn't drink, I thought. Isthatterrible? And I watched and watched you all this time. Lantry holds his breath, he's fooling himself. But now, yes, now, I understand it quite well. Now I know everything the way it is. Do you know how I know? I do not near breathing in the room. I wait and I hear nothing. There is no beat of heart or intake of lung. The roomisso silent. Nonsense, one might say, but I know. At the Incinerator I knew. There is a difference. You enter a room where a man is on a bed and you know immediately whether he will look up and speak to you or whether he will not speak to you ever again. Laugh if you will, but one can tell. It is a subliminal thing. It is the whistle the dog hears when no human hears. It is the tick of a clock that has ticked so long one no longer notices. Something is in a room when a man lives in it. Something is not in the room when a man is dead in it."
McClure shut his eyes a moment. He put down his sherry glass. He waited a moment. He took up his cigarette and puffed it and then put it down in a black tray.
"I am alone in this room," he said.
Lantry did not move.
"You are dead," said McClure. "My mind does not know this. It is not a thinking thing. It is a thing of the senses and the subconscious. At first I thought, this manthinkshe is dead, risen from the dead, a vampire. Is that not logical? Would not any man, buried as many centuries, raised in a superstitious, ignorant culture, think likewise of himself once risen from the tomb? Yes, that is logical. This man has hypnotized himself and fitted his bodily functions so that they would in no way interfere with his self-delusion, his great paranoia. He governs his breathing. He tells himself, I cannot hear my breathing, therefore I am dead. His inner mind censors the sound of breathing. He does not allow himself to eat or drink. These things he probably does in his sleep, with part of his mind, hiding the evidences of this humanity from his deluded mind at other times."
McClure finished it. "I was wrong. You are not insane. You are not deluding yourself. Nor me. This is all very illogical and—I must admit—almost frightening. Does that make you feel good, to think you frighten me? I have no label for you. You're a very odd man, Lantry. I'm glad to have met you. This will make an interesting report indeed."
"Is there anything wrong with me being dead?" said Lantry. "Is it a crime?"
"You must admit it's highly unusual."
"But, still now, is it a crime?" asked Lantry.
"We have no crime, no criminal court. We want to examine you, naturally, to find out how you have happened. It is like that chemical which, one minute inert, the next is living cell. Who can say where what happened to what. You are that impossibility. It is enough to drive a man quite insane."
"Will I be released when you are done fingering me?"
"You will not be held. If you don't wish to be examined, you will not be. But I am hoping you will help by offering us your services."
"I might," said Lantry.
"But tell me," said McClure. "What were you doing at the morgue?"
"Nothing."
"I heard you talking when I came in."
"I was merely curious."
"You're lying. That is very bad, Mr. Lantry. The truth is far better. The truth, is,isit not, that you are dead and, being the only one of your sort, were lonely. Therefore you killed people to have company."
"How does that follow?"
McClure laughed. "Logic, my dear fellow. Once Iknewyou were really dead, a moment ago, really a�what do you call it—a vampire (silly word!), I tied you immediately to the Incinerator blasts. Before that there was no reason to connect you. But once the piece fell into place, the fact that you were dead, then it was simple to guess your loneliness, your hate, your envy, all of the tawdry motivations of a walking corpse. It took only an instant then to see the Incinerators blown to blazes, and then to think of you, among the bodies at the morgue, seeking help, seeking friends and people like yourself to work with—"
"You're too damned smart!" Lantry was out of the chair. He was halfway to the other man when McClure rolled over and scuttled away, flinging the sherry decanter. With a great despair Lantry realized that, like a damned idiot, he had thrown away his one chance to kill McClure. He should have done it earlier. It had been Lantry's one weapon, his safety margin. If people in a society neverkilledeach other, they neversuspectedone another. You could walk up to any one of them and kill them.
"Come back here!" Lantry threw the knife.
McClure got behind a chair. The idea of flight, of protection, of fighting, was still new to him. He had part of the idea, but there was still a bit of luck on Lantry's side if Lantry wanted to use it.
"Oh, no," said McClure, holding the chair between himself and the advancing man. "You want to kill me. It's odd, but true. I can't understand it. You want to cut me with that knife or something like that, and it's up to me to prevent you from doing such an odd thing."
"Iwillkill you!" Lantry let it slip out. He cursed himself. That was the worst possible thing to say.
Lantry lunged across the chair, clutching at McClure.
McClure was very logical. "It won't do you any good to kill me. Youknowthat." They wrestled and held each other in a wild, toppling shuffle. Tables fell over, scattering articles. "You remember what happened in the morgue?"
"I don't care!" screamed Lantry.
"You didn't raisethosedead, did you?"
"I don't care!" cried Lantry.
"Look here," said McClure, reasonably. "There will never be any more like you, ever, there's no use."
"Then I'll destroy all of you, all of you!" screamed Lantry.
"And then what? You'll still be alone, with no more like you about."
"I'll go to Mars. They have tombs there. I'll find more like myself!"
"No," said McClure. "The executive order went through yesterday. All of the tombs are being deprived of their bodies. They'll be burned in the next week."
They fell together to the floor. Lantry got his hands on McClure's throat.
"Please," said McClure. "Do you see, you'lldie."
"What do you mean?" cried Lantry.
"Once you kill all of us, and you're alone, you'll die! The hate will die. That hate is what moves you,nothing else!That envy moves you. Nothing else! You'll die, inevitably. You're not immortal. You're not even alive, you're nothing but a moving hate."
"I don't care!" screamed Lantry, and began choking the man, beating his head with his fists, crouched on the defenseless body. McClure looked up at him with dying eyes.
The front door opened. Two men came in.
"I say," said one of them. "What's going on? A new game?"
Lantry jumped back and began to run.
"Yes, a new game!" said McClure, struggling up. "Catch him and you win!"
The two men caught Lantry. "We win," they said.
"Let me go!" Lantry thrashed, hitting them across their faces, bringing blood.
"Hold him tight! cried McClure.
They held him.
"A rough game, what?" one of them said. "What do we donow?"
 
The beetle hissed along the shining road. Rain fell out of the sky and a wind ripped at the dark green wet trees. In the beetle, his hands on the half-wheel, McClure was talking. His voice was a susurrant, a whispering, a hypnotic thing. The two other men sat in the back seat. Lantry sat, or rather lay, in the front seat, his head back, his eyes faintly open, the glowing green light of the dash dials showing on his cheeks. His mouth was relaxed. He did not speak.
McClure talked quietly and logically, about life and moving, about death and not moving, about the sun and the great sun Incinerator, about the emptied tombyard, about hatred and how hate lived and made a clay man live and move, and how illogical it all was, it all was, it all was. One was dead, was dead, was dead, that was all, all, all. One did not try to be otherwise. The car whispered on the moving road. The rain spatted gently on the windshield. The men in the back seat conversed quietly. Where were they going, going? To the Incinerator, of course. Cigarette smoke moved slowly up on the air, curling and tying into itself in grey loops and spirals. One was dead and must accept it.
Lantry did not move. He was a marionette, the strings cut. There was only a tiny hatred in his heart, in his eyes, like twin coals, feeble, glowing, fading.
I am Poe, he thought. I am all that is left of Edgar Allan Poe, and I am all that is left of Ambrose Bierce and all that is left of a man named Lovecraft. I am a grey night bat with sharp teeth, and I am a square black monolith monster. I am Osiris and Bal and Set. I am the Necronomicon, the Book of the Dead. I am the house of Usher, falling into flame. I am the Red Death. I am the man mortared into the catacomb with a cask of Amontillado… I am a dancing skeleton. I am a coffin, a shroud, a lightning bolt reflected in an old house window. I am an autumn-empty tree, I am a rapping, flinging shutter. I am a yellowed volume turned by a claw hand. I am an organ played in an attic at midnight. I am a mask, a skull mask behind an oak tree on the last day of October. I am a poison apple bobbing in a water tub for child noses to bump at, for child teeth to snap… I am a black candle lighted before an inverted cross. I am a coffin lid, a sheet with eyes, a foot-step on a black stairwell. I am Dunsany and Machen and I am The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. I am The Monkey's Paw and I am The Phantom Rickshaw. I am The Cat and the Canary, The Gorilla, The Bat. I am the ghost  of Hamlet's father on the castle wall.
All of these things am I. And now these last things will be burned. While I livedtheystill lived. While I moved and hated and existed,theystill existed. I amallthat remembers them. I am all of them thatstillgoes on, and willnotgo on after tonight. Tonight, all of us, Poe and Bierce and Hamlet's father, we burn together. They will make a big heap of us and burn us like a bonfire, like things of Guy Fawkes' day, gasoline, torchlight, cries and all!
And what a wailing will we put up. The world will be clean of us, but in our going we shall say, oh what is the world like, clean of fear, where is the dark imagination from the dark time, the thrill and the anticipation, the suspense of old October, gone, never more to come again, flattened and smashed and burned by the rocket people, by the Incinerator people, destroyed and obliterated, to be replaced by doors that open and close and lights that go on or off without fear. If only you could remember now oncewelived, what Hallowe'en was to us, and what Poe was, and how we gloried in the dark morbidities. One more drink, dear friends, of Amontillado, before the burning. All of this, all, exists, but in one last brain on earth. A whole world dying tonight. One more drink, pray.
"Here we are," said McClure.
 
The Incinerator was brightly lighted. There was quiet music nearby. McClure got out of the beetle, came around to the other side. He opened the door. Lantry simply lay there. The talking and the logical talking had slowly drained him of life. He was no more than wax now, with a small glow in his eyes. This future world, how the mentalkedto you, how logically they reasoned away your life. They wouldn't believe in him. The force of their disbelief froze him. He could not move his arms or his legs. He could only mumble senselessly, coldly, eyes flickering.
McClure and the two others helped him out of the car, put him in a golden box and roiled him on a roller table into the warm glowing interior of the building.
I am Edgar Allan Poe, and I am Ambrose Bierce, I am Hallowe'en, I am a coffin, a shroud, a Monkey's Paw, a Phantom, a Vampire…
"Yes, yes," said McClure, quietly, over him. "I know. I know."
The table glided. The walls swung over him and by him, the music played. You are dead, you are logically dead.
I am Usher, I am the Maelstrom, I am the MS Found In A Bottle, I am the Pit and I am the Pendulum, I am the Telltale Heart, I am the Raven nevermore, nevermore.
"Yes," said McClure, as they walked softly. "I know."
"I am in the catacomb," cried Lantry.
"Yes, the catacomb," said the walking man over him.
"I am being chained to a wall, and there is no bottle of Amontillado here!" cried Lantry weakly, eyes closed.
"Yes," someone said.
There was movement. The flame door opened.
"Now someone is mortaring up the cell, closing me in!"
"Yes, Iknow." A whisper.
The golden box slid into the flame lock.
"I'm being walled in! A very good joke indeed! Let us be gone!" A wild scream and much laughter.
"We know, we understand…"
The inner flame lock opened. The golden coffin shot forth into flame.
"For the love of God, Montresor! For the love of God!"
Annotation




 
 
The Poems
It started out to be just another poem. And then David began sweating over it, stalking the rooms, talking to himself more than ever before in the long, poorly-paid years. So intent was he upon the poem’s facets that Lisa felt forgotten, left out, put away until such time as he finished writing and could notice her again.
Then, finally – the poem was completed.
With the ink still wet upon an old envelope’s back, he gave it to her with trembling fingers, his eyes red-rimmed and shining with a hot, inspired light. And she read it.
‘David—’ she murmured. Her hand began to shake in sympathy with his.
‘It’sgood, isn’t it?’ he cried. Damn good!’
The cottage whirled around Lisa in a wooden torrent. Gazing at the paper she experienced sensations as if words were melting, flowing into animate things. The paper was a square, brilliantly sunlit casement through which one might lean into another and brighter amber land! Her mind swung pendulum-wise. She had to clutch, crying out fearfully, at the ledges of this incredible window to support herself from being flung headlong into three-dimensional impossibility!
‘David, how strange and wonderful and –frightening.’
It was as if she held a tube of light cupped in her hands, through which she could race into a vast space of singing and color and new sensation. Somehow, David had caught up, netted, skeined, imbedded reality, substance, atoms – mounting them upon paper with a simple imprisonment of ink!
He described the green, moist verdure of the dell, the eucalyptus trees and the birds flowing through their high, swaying branches. And the flowers cupping the propelled humming of bees.
‘Itisgood, David. The very finest poem you’ve ever written!’ She felt her heart beat swiftly with the idea and urge that came to her in the next moment. She felt that she must see the dell, to compare its quiet contents with those of this poem. She took David’s arm. ‘Darling, let’s walk down the road – now.’
In high spirits, David agreed, and they set out together, from their lonely little house in the hills. Half down the road she changed her mind and wanted to retreat, but she brushed the thought aside with a move of her fine, thinly sculptured face. It seemed ominously dark for this time of day, down there toward the end of the path. She talked lightly to shield her apprehension.
‘You’ve worked so hard, so long, to write the perfect poem. I knew you’d succeed some day. I guess this is it.’
‘Thanks to a patient wife,’ he said.
They rounded a bend of gigantic rock and twilight came as swiftly as a purple veil drawn down.
‘David!’
In the unexpected dimness she clutched and found his arm and held to him. ‘What’s happened? Is this the dell?’
‘Yes, of course it is.’
‘But, it’s so dark!’
‘Well – yes – it is—’ He sounded at a loss.
‘The flowers are gone!’
‘I saw them early this morning; they can’t be gone!’
‘You wrote about them in the poem. And where are the grape vines?’
‘Theymustbe there. It’s only been an hour or more. It’s too dark. Let’s go back.’ He sounded afraid himself, peering into the uneven light.
‘I can’t find anything, David. The grass is gone, and the trees and bushes and vines, all gone!’
She cried it out, then stopped, and it fell upon them, the unnatural blank spaced silence, a vague timelessness, windlessness, a vacuumed sucked out feeling that oppressed and panicked them.
He swore softly and there was no echo. ‘It’s too dark to tell now. It’ll all be here tomorrow.’
‘But what if itnevercomes back?’ She began to shiver.
‘What are you raving about?’
She held the poem out. It glowed quietly with a steady pure yellow shining, like a small niche in which a candle steadily lived.
‘You’ve written the perfect poem. Too perfect. That’s what you’ve done.’ She heard herself talking, tonelessly, far away.
She read the poem again. And a coldness moved through her.
‘The dell is here. Reading this is like opening a gate upon a path and walking knee-high in grass, smelling blue grapes, hearing bees in yellow transits on the air, and the wind carrying birds upon it. The paper dissolves into things, sun, water, colors and life. It’s not symbols or reading anymore, it’s LIVING!’
‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re wrong. It’s crazy.’
They ran up the path together. A wind came to meet them after they were free of the lightless vacuum behind them.
In their small, meagerly furnished cottage they sat at the window, staring down at the dell. All around was the unchanged light of mid-afternoon. Not dimmed or diffused or silent as down in the cup of rocks.
‘It’s not true. Poems don’t work that way,’ he said.
‘Words are symbols. They conjure up images in the mind.’
‘Have I done more than that?’ he demanded. ‘And how did I do it, I ask you?’ He rattled the paper, scowling intently at each line. ‘Have I made more than symbols with a form of matter and energy. Have I compressed, concentrated, dehydrated life? Does matter pass into and through my mind, like light through a magnifying glass to be focused into one narrow, magnificent blazing apex of fire? Can I etch life, burn it onto paper, with that flame? Gods in heaven, I’m going mad with thought!’
A wind circled the house.
‘If we are not crazy, the two of us,’ said Lisa, stiffening at the sound of the wind, ‘there is one way to prove our suspicions.’
‘How?’
‘Cage the wind.’
‘Cage it? Bar it up? Build a mortar of ink around it?’
She nodded.
‘No, I won’t fool myself.’ He jerked his head. Wetting his lips, he sat for a long while. Then, cursing at his own curiosity, he walked to the table and fumbled self-consciously with pen and ink. He looked at her, then at the windy light outside. Dipping his pen, he flowed it out onto paper in regular dark miracles.
Instantly, the wind vanished.
‘The wind,’ he said. ‘It’s caged. The ink is dry.’
Over his shoulder she read it, became immersed in its cool heady current, smelling far oceans tainted on it, odors of distant wheat acres and green corn and the sharp brick and cement smell of cities far away.
David stood up so quickly the chair fell back like an old thin woman. Like a blind man he walked down the hill toward the dell, not turning, even when Lisa called after him, frantically.
When he returned he was by turns hysterical and immensely calm. He collapsed in a chair. By night, he was smoking his pipe, eyes closed, talking on and on, as calmly as possible.
‘I’ve got power now no man ever had. I don’t know its extensions, its boundaries or its governing limits. Somewhere, the enchantment ends. Oh, my god, Lisa, you should see what I’ve done to that dell. Its gone, all gone, stripped to the very raw primordial bones of its former self. And the beauty is here!’ He opened his eyes and stared at the poem, as at the Holy Grail. ‘Captured forever, a few bars of midnight ink on paper! I’ll be the greatest poet in history! I’ve always dreamed of that.’
‘I’m afraid, David. Let’s tear up the poems and get away from here!’
‘Move away? Now?’
‘It’s dangerous. What if your power extends beyond the valley?’
His eyes shone fiercely. ‘Then I can destroy the universe and immortalize it at one and the same instant. It’s in the power of a sonnet, if I choose to write it.’
‘But youwon’twrite it, promise me, David?’
He seemed not to hear her. He seemed to be listening to a cosmic music, a movement of bird wings very high and clear. He seemed to be wondering how long this land had waited here, for centuries perhaps, waiting for a poet to come and drink of its power. This valley seemed like the center of the universe, now.
‘It would be a magnificent poem,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘The most magnificent poem ever written, shaming Keats and Shelley and Browning and all the rest. A poem about the universe. But no.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I guess I won’t ever write that poem.’
Breathless, Lisa waited in the long silence.
Another wind came from across the world to replace the one newly imprisoned. She let out her breath, at ease.
‘For a moment I was afraid you’d overstepped the boundary and taken in all the winds of the earth. It’s all right now.’
‘All right, hell,’ he cried, happily. ‘It’s marvelous!’
And he caught hold of her, and kissed her again and again.
Fifty poems were written in fifty days. Poems about a rock, a stem, a blossom, a pebble, an ant, a dropped feather, a raindrop, an avalanche, a dried skull, a dropped key, a fingernail, a shattered light bulb.
Recognition came upon him like a rain shower. The poems were bought and read across the world. Critics referred to the masterpieces as ‘– chunks of amber in which are caught whole portions of life and living—’ ‘– each poem a window looking out upon the world—’
He was suddenly a very famous man. It took him many days to believe it. When he saw his name on the printed books he didn’t believe it, and said so. And when he read the critics columns he didn’t believe them either.
Then it began to make a flame inside him, growing up, climbing and consuming his body and legs and arms and face.
Amidst the sound and glory, she pressed her cheek to his and whispered:
‘This is your perfect hour. When will there ever be a more perfect time than this? Never again.’
He showed her the letters as they arrived.
‘See? This letter. From New York.’ He blinked rapidly and couldn’t sit still. ‘They want me to write more poems. Thousands more. Look at this letter. Here.’ He gave it to her. ‘That editor says that if I can write so fine and great about a pebble or a drop of water, think what I can do when I – well experiment with real life. Real life. Nothing big. An amoeba perhaps. Or, well, just this morning. I saw a bird—’
‘A bird?’ She stiffened and waited for him to answer.
‘Yes, a hummingbird – hovering, settling, rising—’
‘You didn’t …?’
‘Why NOT? Only a bird. One bird out of a billion,’ he said self-consciously. ‘One little bird, one little poem. You can’t deny me that.’
‘One amoeba,’ she repeated, tonelessly. ‘And then next it will be one dog, one man, one city, one continent, one universe!’
‘Nonsense.’ His cheek twitched. He paced the room, fingering back his dark hair. ‘You dramatize things. Well, after all what’s one dog, even, or to go one step further, one man?’
She sighed. ‘It’s the very thing you talked of with fear, the danger we spoke of that first time we knew your power. Remember, David, it’s not really yours, it was only an accident our coming here to the valley house—’
He swore softly. ‘Who cares whether it was accident or Fate? The thing that counts is that I’m here, now, and they’re – they’re—’ He paused, flushing.
‘They’re what?’ she prompted.
‘They’re calling me the greatest poet who ever lived!’
‘It’ll ruin you.’
‘Let it ruin me, then! Let’s have silence, now.’
He stalked into his den and sat restlessly studying the dirt road. While in this mood, he saw a small brown dog come patting along the road, raising little dust-tufts behind.
‘And a damn good poet I am,’ he whispered, angrily, taking out pen and paper. He scratched out four lines swiftly.
The dog’s barking came in even shrill intervals upon the air as it circled a tree and bounded a green bush. Quite unexpectedly, half over one leap across a vine, the barking ceased, and the dog fell apart in the air, inch by inch, and vanished.
Locked in his den, he composed at a furious pace, counting pebbles in the garden and changing them to stars simply by giving them mention, immortalizing clouds, hornets, bees, lightning and thunder with a few pen flourishes.
It was inevitable that some of his more secret poems should be stumbled upon and read by his wife.
Coming home from a long afternoon walk he found her with the poems lying all unfolded upon her lap.
‘David,’ she demanded. ‘What does this mean?’ She was very cold and shaken by it. ‘This poem. First a dog. Then a cat, some sheep and – finally – a man!’
He seized the papers from her. ‘So what!’ Sliding them in a drawer, he slammed it, violently. ‘He was just an old man, they were old sheep, and it was a microbe-infested terrier! The world breathes better without them!’
‘But here, THIS poem, too.’ She held it straight out before her, eyes widened. ‘A woman. Three children from Charlottesville!’
‘All right, so you don’t like it!’ he said, furiously. ‘An artist has to experiment. With everything – I can’t just stand still and do the same thing over and over. I’ve got greater plans than you think. Yes, really good, fine plans. I’ve decided to write about everything. I’ll dissect the heavens if I wish, rip down the worlds, toy with suns if I damn please!’
‘David,’ she said, shocked.
‘Well, I will! I will!’
‘You’re such a child, David. I should have known. If this goes on, I can’t stay here with you.’
‘You’ll have to stay,’ he said.
‘What do you mean?’
He didn’t know what he meant himself. He looked around, helplessly and then declared, ‘I mean. I mean – if you try to go all I have to do is sit at my desk and describe you in ink …’
‘You …’ she said, dazedly.
She began to cry. Very silently, with no noise, her shoulders moved, as she sank down on a chair.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, lamely, hating the scene. ‘I didn’t mean to say that, Lisa. Forgive me.’ He came and laid a hand upon her quivering body.
‘I won’t leave you,’ she said, finally.
And closing her eyes, she began to think.
It was much later in the day when she returned from a shopping trip to town with bulging grocery sacks and a large gleaming bottle of champagne.
David looked at it and laughed aloud. ‘Celebrating, are we?’
‘Yes,’ she said, giving him the bottle and an opener. ‘Celebrating you as the world’s greatest poet!’
‘I detect sarcasm, Lisa,’ he said, pouring drinks. ‘Here’s a toast to the – the universe.’ He drank. ‘Good stuff.’ He pointed at hers. ‘Drink up. What’s wrong?’ Her eyes looked wet and sad about something.
She refilled his glass and lifted her own. ‘May we always be together. Always.’
The room tilted. ‘It’s hitting me,’ he observed very seriously, sitting down so as not to fall. ‘On an empty stomach I drank. Oh, Lord!’
He sat for ten minutes while she refilled his glass. She seemed very happy suddenly, for no reason. He sat scowling, thinking, looking at his pen and ink and paper, trying to make a decision. ‘Lisa?’
‘Yes?’ She was now preparing supper, singing.
‘I feel in a mood. I have been considering all afternoon and—’
‘And what, darling?’
‘I am going to write the greatest poem in history – NOW!’
She felt her heart flutter.
‘Will your poem be about the valley?’
He smirked. ‘No. No! Bigger than that. Much bigger!’
‘I’m afraid I’m not much good at guessing,’ she confessed.
‘Simple,’ he said, gulping another drink of champagne. Nice of her to think of buying it, it stimulated his thoughts. He held up his pen and dipped it in ink. ‘I shall write my poem about the universe! Let me see now …’
‘David!’
He winced. ‘What?’
‘Oh, nothing. Just, have some more champagne, darling.’
‘Eh?’ He blinked fuzzily. ‘Don’t mind if I do. Pour.’
She sat beside him, trying to be casual.
‘Tell me again. What is it you’ll write?’
‘About the universe, the stars, the epileptic shamblings of comets, the blind black seekings of meteors, the heated embraces and spawnings of giant suns, the cold, graceful excursions of polar planets, asteroids plummeting like paramecium under a gigantic microscope, all and everything and anything my mind lays claim to! Earth, sun, stars!’ he exclaimed.
‘No!’ she said, but caught herself. ‘I mean, darling, don’t do it all at once. One thing at a time—’
‘One at a time.’ He made a face. ‘That’s the way I’ve been doing things and I’m tied to dandelions and daisies.’
He wrote upon the paper with the pen.
‘What’re you doing?’ she demanded, catching his elbow.
‘Let me alone!’ He shook her off.
She saw the black words form:
‘Illimitable universe, with stars and planets and suns—’
She must have screamed.
‘No, David, cross it out, before it’s too late. Stop it!’
He gazed at her as through a long dark tube, and her far away at the other end, echoing. ‘Cross it out?’ he said. ‘Why, it’s GOOD poetry! Not a line will I cross out. I want to be a GOOD poet!’
She fell across him, groping, finding the pen. With one instantaneous slash, she wiped out the words.
‘Before the ink dries, before it dries!’
‘Fool!’ he shouted. ‘Let me alone!’
She ran to the window. The first evening stars were still there, and the crescent moon. She sobbed with relief. She swung about to face him and walked toward him. ‘I want to help you write your poem—’
‘Don’t need your help!’
‘Are you blind? Do you realize the power of your pen!’
To distract him, she poured more champagne, which he welcomed and drank. ‘Ah,’ he sighed, dizzily. ‘My head spins.’
But it didn’t stop him from writing, and write he did, starting again on a new sheet of paper.
‘UNIVERSE – VAST UNIVERSE – BILLION STARRED AND WIDE—’
She snatched frantically at shreds of things to say, things to stave off his writing.
‘That’s poor poetry,’ she said.
‘What do you mean “poor”?’ he wanted to know, writing.
‘You’ve got to start at the beginning and build up,’ she explained logically. ‘Like a watch spring being wound or the universe starting with a molecule building on up through stars into a stellar cartwheel—’
He slowed his writing and scowled with thought.
She hurried on, seeing this. ‘You see, darling, you’ve let emotion run off with you. You can’t start with the big things. Put them at the end of your poem. Build to a climax!’
The ink was drying. She stared at it as it dried. In another sixty seconds—
He stopped writing. ‘Maybe you’re right. Just maybe you are.’ He put aside the pen a moment.
‘I know I’m right,’ she said, lightly, laughing. ‘Here. I’ll just take the pen and – there—’
She had expected him to stop her, but he was holding his pale brow and looking pained with the ache in his eyes from the drink.
She drew a bold line through his poem. Her heart slowed.
‘Now,’ she said, solicitously, ‘you take the pen, and I’ll help you. Start out with small things and build, like an artist.’
His eyes were gray-filmed. ‘Maybe you’re right, maybe, maybe.’
The wind howled outside.
‘Catch the wind!’ she cried, to give him a minor triumph to satisfy his ego. ‘Catch the wind!’
He stroked the pen. ‘Caught it!’ he bellowed, drunkenly, weaving. ‘Caught the wind! Made a cage of ink!’
‘Catch the flowers!’ she commanded, excitedly. ‘Every one in the valley! And the grass!’
‘There! Caught the flowers!’
‘The hill next!’ she said.
‘The hill!’
‘The valley!’
‘The valley!’
‘The sunlight, the odors, the trees, the shadows, the house and the garden, and the things inside the house!’
‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he cried, going on and on and on.
And while he wrote quickly she said, ‘David, I love you. Forgive me for what I do next, darling—’
‘What?’ he asked, not having heard her.
‘Nothing at all. Except that we are never satisfied and want to go on beyond proper limits. You tried to do that, David, and it was wrong.’
He nodded over his work. She kissed him on the cheek. He reached up and patted her chin. ‘Know what, lady?’
‘What?’
‘I think I like you, yes, sir, I think I like you.’
She shook him. ‘Don’t go to sleep, David, don’t.’
‘Want to sleep. Want to sleep.’
‘Later, darling. When you’ve finished your poem, your last great poem, the very finest one, David. Listen to me—’
He fumbled with the pen. ‘What’ll I say?’
She smoothed his hair, touched his cheek with her fingers and kissed him, tremblingly. Then, closing her eyes, she began to dictate.
‘There lived a fine man named David and his wife’s name was Lisa and—’
The pen moved slowly, achingly, tiredly forming words.
‘Yes?’ he prompted.
‘– and they lived in a house in the garden of Eden—’
He wrote again, tediously. She watched.
He raised his eyes. ‘Well? What’s next?’
She looked at the house, and the night outside, and the wind returned to sing in her ears and she held his hands and kissed his sleepy lips.
‘That’s all,’ she said, ‘the ink is drying.’
The publishers from New York visited the valley months later and went back to New York with only three pieces of paper they had found blowing in the wind around and about the raw, scarred, empty valley.
The publishers stared at one another, blankly:
‘Why, why, there was nothing left at all,’ they said. ‘Just bare rock, not a sign of vegetation or humanity. The home he lived in – gone! The road, everything!Hewas gone! His wife,shewas gone, too! Not a word out of them. It was like a river flood had washed through, scraping away the whole countryside! Gone! Washed out! And only three last poems to show for the whole thing!’
No further word was ever received from the poet or his wife. The Agricultural College experts traveled hundreds of miles to study the starkly denuded valley, and went away, shaking their heads and looking pale.
But it is all simply found again.
You turn the pages of his last small thin book and read the three poems.
She is there, pale and beautiful and immortal, you smell the sweet warm flash of her, young forever, hair blowing golden upon the wind.
And next to her, upon the opposite page, he stands gaunt, smiling, firm, hair like raven’s hair, hands on hips, face raised to look about him.
And on all sides of them, green with an immortal green, under a sapphire sky, with the odor of fat wine grapes, with the grass knee-high and bending to touch of exploring feet, with the trails waiting for any reader who takes them, one finds the valley, and the house, and the deep rich peace of sunlight and of moonlight and many stars, and the two of them, he and she, walking through it all, laughing together, forever and forever.

AND THIS DID DANTE DO


by Ray Bradbury


When science fiction is mentioned, to the non-addict, nine times out of ten the response will be something like, "You mean the kind of stuff Ray Bradbury writes." Yet the kind of stuff the un-repining Mr. Bradbury now writes includes motion pictures, plays, articles, poetry—and scarcely enough science fiction stories. But he has done a science fiction poem that it is a pleasure to present here, all about the great Dante and his Marvelous Invention. A wickedly satisfying poem.





The truth is this:


That long ago in times


Before the birth of Ligh,


Old Dante Alighieri prowled this way


On continent unknown to mad Columbus;


Made landfall here by sneaking, sly Machine,


Invention of his candle-flickered soul


Which, wafted upon storms,


Brought him in harmful mission down.


So, landed upon wilderness of dust


Where buffalos stamped forth


A panic of immense heartbeat,


Dante scanned round and stamped his foot,


And hoofed the trembling flints


And named a Ring of Hell.


With parchment clenched in tremorous fist,  


He inked out battlements of grime  


And arcs of grinding coggeries which, struck,  


Snowed down a dreadful cereal of rust  


Long years before such iron soots were dreamt 


Or made, or flown,


Long long before such avenues of steel in sky were sought.  


So, in a guise like Piranesi lost amidst-among 


His terrible proud Prisons,


The Poet sketched a vaster, higher, darker Pent-up Place  


A living demon-clouded sulphur-spread of Deep.  


From tenement to tenement of clapboard dinge 


He rinsed a sky with coal-sack burning,  


Hung clouds with charcoal flags  


Of nightgowns flapping like strange bats  


Shocked down from melancholy steam-purged locomotive caves.  


Then through it all put scream of metal flesh,  


Great dinosaur machines charged forth by night,  


All stomaching of insucked souls 


Pent up in windowed cells. 


Delivered into concrete river-shallow streets, 


Men fled themselves from spindrift shade 


Of blown black chimney sifts and blinds of smoking ghosts. 


And on the brows of all pale citizens therein 


Stamped looks of purest terror, 


Club-foot panic and despair, 


A rank, a raveling dismay that spread in floods 


To drain off in a lake long since gone sour 


With discharged outpouring of slime.





 


So drawn, so put to parchment, so laid down


In raw detail, this Ring of Hell (No mind what Number!)


Was Dante's greatest Inventory counting-up


Of Souls in dread Purgation.


He stood a moment longer in the dust.


He let the frightened drumpound heart of buffalo tread


Please to excite his blood.


Then, desecration-proud, happy at the great Black Toy


He'd printed, builded, wound, and set to run


In fouled self circlings,


Old Dante hoisted up his heels,


Left low the continental lake-shore cloven-stamped,


And hied him home to Florence and his bed,


And laid him down still dreaming with a smile,


And in his sleep spoke centuries before its birth


The Name of this Abyss, the Pit, the Ring of Hell


He had machinery-made:


 


CHICAGO!


 


Then slept, 


And forgot his child.
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The Reincarnate
After a while you will get over being afraid. There’s nothing you can do;     just be careful to walk at night.
The sun is terrible; summer nights are no help. You must wait for cold     weather. The first six months are your prime. In the seventh month the water will seep through     with dissolution. By the eighth month your usefulness will fade. Come the tenth month you’ll     lie weeping in sorrow without tears, and you will know then that you will never move again.
But before that happens there is so much to be finished. Many likes and     dislikes must be turned in your mind before your mind melts.
It is all new to you. You are reborn! And your birthplace is silk lined and     smells of tuberoses and linens, and there is no sound before your birth except the beating of the earth’s billion insect hearts. This place is wood     and metal and satin, offering no sustenance, but only an implacable slot of close air, a pocket     within the earth. There is only one way you can live, now. There must be an anger to slap you     awake, to make you move. A desire, a want, a need. Then you quiver and rise to strike your head     against satin-lined wood. Life calls you. You grow with it. You claw upward, slowly, and find     ways to displace the heavy earth an inch at a time, and one night you crumble the darkness, the     exit is complete, and you burst forth to see the stars.
Now you stand, letting the emotion burn you. You take a step, like a child,     stagger, clutch for support–and find a cold marble slab. Beneath your fingers the carved story     of your life is briefly told: BORN–DIED.
You are a stick of wood, trying to walk. You go outward from the land of     monuments, into twilight streets, alone on the pale sidewalks.
You feel something is left undone. Some flower yet unseen, some place you     must see, some lake waiting for you to swim, some wine unsipped. You are going somewhere, to     finish whatever is still undone.
The streets are strange. You walk through a town you have never seen, a dream     on the rim of a lake. You grow more certain of your walking, you start to go quite swiftly.     Memory returns.
Now you know every lawn of this street, every place where asphalt bubbled from cement cracks in the summer oven weather. You know     where the horses were tethered, sweating in the green spring at these iron waterfonts so long     ago it is a fading mist in your brain. This cross street, where a lamp hangs like a bright     spider spinning light across darkness. You escape its web into sycamore shadows. You run your     fingers along a picket fence. Here, as a child, you rushed by with a stick raising a     machine-gun racket, laughing.
These houses, holding their people and memories. The lemon odor of old Mrs     Hanlon who lived here, a lady with withered hands who gave you a withered lecture on trampling     her petunias. Now she is completely withered like an ancient paper burned.
The street is quiet except for the sound of someone walking. You turn a     corner and unexpectedly collide with a stranger.
You both stand back. For a moment, examining each other, you understand.
The stranger’s eyes are deep-seated fires. He is tall, thin, and wears a dark     suit. There is a fiery whiteness in his cheekbones. He smiles. ‘You’re new,’ he says.
You know then what he is. He is walking and ‘different,’ like you.
‘Where are you going in such a hurry?’ he asks.
‘Step aside,’ you say. ‘I have no time. I have to gosomewhere.’
He reaches out and grasps your elbow firmly. ‘Do you knowwhatI am?’ He bends close. ‘Do you not realize we     are the same? We are as brothers.’
‘I–I have no time.’
‘No,’ he agrees. ‘Nor have I, to waste.’
You try to brush past, but he walks with you. ‘I know where you’re     going.’
‘Yes?’
‘Yes,’ he says. ‘To some childhood place. Some river. Some house. Some     memory. Some woman, perhaps. To some old friend’s bed. Oh, I know, I know everything about our     kind. I know.’ He nods at the passing light and dark.
‘Do you?’
‘That is always why we lost ones walk. Strange, when you consider all the     books written about ghosts and restless souls–never once did the authors of those worthy     volumes touch upon the true secret of why we walk. But it’s always for a memory, a friend, a     woman, a house, a drink of wine, everything and anything connected to life and…living!’ He makes a fist to hold the words tight. ‘Living!Realliving!’
Wordless, you increase your stride, but his whisper follows:
‘You must join me later, friend. We will meet with the others, tonight,     tomorrow, and all the nights until at last, we win!’
‘Who are the others?’
‘The dead. We join against’–a pause–‘intolerance.’
‘Intolerance?’
‘We–the recently deceased, the newly interred–are a minority, a persecuted     minority.Theymake laws against us!’
You stop walking. ‘Minority?’
‘Yes.’ He grasps your arm. ‘Are we wanted? No! We are feared, driven like     sheep into a quarry, screamed at, stoned, like the Jews. It’s wrong, I tell you, unfair!’ He     lifts his hands in fury and strikes the empty air. ‘Is it fair that we melt in our graves while     the rest of the world sings, laughs, dances? Fair, is it fair, that they love while we lie     cold, that they touch while our hands turn to stone? No! I say down with them, down! Why should     we die? Why not the others?’
‘Maybe…’
‘They slam the earth in our faces and carve a stone to weigh us down. They     bring flowers and leave them to rot, once a year–sometimes not even that! Oh, how I hate the     living. The damn fools! Dancing all night and loving till dawn, while we are abandoned. Is that     right?’
‘I hadn’t thought of it that way…’
‘Well,’ he cries, ‘we’ll fix them.’
‘How?’
‘There are thousands of us gathering tonight in the Elysian grove. I will     lead our army. We will march! They have neglected us for too long. If we can’t live, then they     won’t! Will you come, friend? I have spoken with many. Join us. Tonight the graveyards will     open and the lost ones will pour forth to drown the     unbelievers. You will come?’
‘Yes. Perhaps. But right now I must go. I am looking for something…Later,     later I will join you.’
‘Good,’ he says. You walk off, leaving him in shadow. ‘Good, good, good!’
 
Up the hill now, quickly. Thank God the night is cold.
You gasp. There, glowing in the night, but with simple magnificence, the     house where Grandma sheltered and fed her boarders. Inside that grand, tall house, Saturday     feasts happen. Where you as a child sat on the porch watching skyrockets climb in fire, the     pinwheels sputtering, the gunpowder drumming at your ears from the brass cannon your uncle Bion     fired with his hand-rolled cigarette.
Now, trembling with memory, you know why the dead walk. To see nights like     this. Here, where dew littered the grass and you crushed the damp lawn, wrestling, and you knew     the sweetness of now, now, tomorrow is gone, yesterday is done, tonight you live!
And here, here, remember? This is Kim’s house. That yellow light around the     back, that’s her room.
You bang the gate wide and hurry up the walk.
You approach her window and feel your stale breath falling upon the cold     glass. As the fog vanishes the shape of her room emerges: things spread on the little soft bed,     the cherrywood floor brightly waxed, and throw-rugs like     heavily furred dogs sleeping there.
She enters the room. She looks tired, but she sits and begins to comb her     hair.
Breathlessly, you press your ear against the cold pane to listen, and as from     a deep sea you hear her sing so softly it is already an echo before it is sung.
You tap on the windowpane.
But she doesn’t turn; she continues combing her hair gently.
You tap again, anxiously.
This time she puts down the comb and rises to come to the window. At first     she sees nothing; you are in shadow. Then she looks more closely. She sees a dim figure beyond     the light.
‘Kim!’ You cannot help yourself. ‘It’s me! Kim!’
You push your face forward into the light. Her face pales. She does not cry     out; but her eyes widen and her mouth opens as if a terrific lightning bolt has hit the earth     beneath her. She pulls back slightly.
‘Kim!’ you cry. ‘Kim.’
She says your name, but you can’t hear it. She wants to run but instead she     opens the window and, sobbing, stands back as you climb up and into the light.
You close the window and stand, swaying there, only to find her far across     the room, her face half turned away.
You try to think of something to say, but cannot, and then you hear her     crying.
At last she is able to speak.
‘Six months,’ she says. ‘You’ve been gone that long. When you went away I     cried. I never cried so much in my life. But now youcan’tbe     here.’
‘I am!’
‘But why? I don’t understand,’ she says. ‘Why did you come?’
‘I was lost. It was very dark and I started to dream; I don’t know how. And     there you were in the dream and I don’t know how, but I had to find my way back.’
‘You can’t stay.’
‘Until sunrise I can. I still love you.’
‘Don’t say that. You mustn’t, anymore. I belong here and you belong there,     and right now I’m terribly afraid. It’s been so long. The things we did, the things we joked     and laughed about, those things I still love, but—’
‘I still think those thoughts. I think them over and over, Kim. Please try to     understand.’
‘You don’t want pity, do you?’
‘Pity?’ You half turn away. ‘No, I don’t want that. Kim, listen to me. I     could come visit you every night, we could talk just like we used to. I can explain, make you     understand, if only you’ll let me.’
‘It’s no use,’ she says. ‘We can never go back.’
‘Kim, one hour every evening, or half an hour, anytime you say. Five minutes.     Just to see you. That’s all, that’s all I ask.’
You try to take her hands. She pulls away.
She closes her eyes tightly and says     simply, ‘I’m afraid.’
‘Why?’
‘I’ve been taught to be afraid.’
‘Is that it?’
‘Yes, I guess that’s it.’
‘But I want to talk.’
‘Talking won’t help.’
Her trembling gradually passes and she becomes more calm and relaxed. She     sinks down on the edge of the bed and her voice is very old in a young throat.
‘Perhaps…’ A pause. ‘Maybe. I suppose a few minutes each night and maybe I’d     get used to you and maybe I wouldn’t be afraid.’
‘Anything you say. You won’t be afraid?’
‘I’ll try not to be.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘I won’t be afraid. I’ll meet     you outside the house in a few minutes. Let me get myself together and we can say good     night.’
‘Kim, there’s only one thing to remember: I love you.’
You climb back out the window and she pulls down the sash.
Standing there in the dark, you weep with something deeper than sorrow.
Across the street a man walks alone and you recognize him as the one who     spoke to you earlier that night. He is lost and walking like you, alone in a world that he     hardly knows.
And suddenly Kim is beside you.
‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘I’m better     now. I don’t think I’m afraid.’
And together you stroll in the moonlight, just as you have so many times     before. She turns you in at an ice-cream parlor and you sit at the counter and order ice     cream.
You look down at the sundae and think how wonderful, it’s been so long.
You pick up your spoon and put some of the ice cream in your mouth and then     pause and feel the light in your face go out. You sit back.
‘Something wrong?’ the soda clerk behind the fountain says.
‘Nothing.’
‘Ice cream taste funny?’
‘No, it’s fine.’
‘You ain’t eating,’ he says.
‘No.’
You push the ice cream away and feel a terrible loneliness steal over     you.
‘I’m not hungry.’
You sit up very straight, staring at nothing. How can you tell her that you     can’t swallow, can’t eat? How can you explain that your whole body seems to be solid, like a     block of wood, and that nothing moves, nothing can be tasted?
Pushing back from the counter, you rise and wait for Kim to pay for the     sundaes, and then you swing wide the door and walk out into the night.
‘Kim—’
‘It’s all right,’ she says.
You walk down toward the park. You feel her hand on your arm, a long way off,     but the feeling is so soft that it is hardly there. Beneath your feet the sidewalk loses its     solidity. You move without shock or bump, as if you’re in a dream.
Kim says, ‘Isn’t that great? Smell the lilacs.’
You sniff the air but there is nothing. Panicked, you try again, but no     lilac.
Two people pass in the dark. They drift by, smiling to Kim. As they move away     one of them says, fading, ‘Smell that? Something’s rotten in Denmark.’
‘What?’
‘I don’t see—’
‘No!’ Kim cries. And suddenly, at the sound of those voices, she starts to     run.
You catch her arm. Silently you struggle. She beats at you. You can hardly     feel her fists.
‘Kim!’ you cry. ‘Don’t. Don’t be afraid.’
‘Let go!’ she cries. ‘Let go.’
‘I can’t.’
Again the word: ‘Can’t.’ She weakens and hangs, lightly sobbing against you.     At your touch she trembles.
You hold her close, shivering. ‘Kim, don’t leave me. I have such plans. We’ll     travel, anywhere, just travel. Listen to me. Think of it. To eat the best food, to see the best     places, to drink the best wine.’
Kim interrupts. You see her mouth move.     You tilt your head. ‘What?’
She speaks again. ‘Louder,’ you say. ‘I can’t hear you.’
She speaks, her mouth moves, but you hear absolutely nothing.
And then, as if from behind a wall, a voice says, ‘It’s no use. You see?’
You let her go.
‘I wanted to see the light, flowers, trees, anything. I wanted to be able to     touch you but, oh God, first, there, with the ice cream I tasted, it was all gone. And now I     feel like I can’t move. I can hardly hear your voice, Kim. A wind passed by in the night, but I     hardly feel it.’
‘Listen,’ she says. ‘This isn’t the way. It takes more than wanting things to     have them. If we can’t talk or hear or feel or even taste, what is left for you or for me?’
‘I can still see you and I remember the way we were.’
‘That’s not enough, there’s got to be more than that.’
‘It’s unfair. God, I want to live!’
‘You will, I promise that, but not like this.’
You stop. You turn very cold. Holding to her wrist, you stare into her moving     face.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Our child. I’m carryingourchild. You see, you     didn’t have to come back, you’re always with me, you’ll always be alive. Now turn around and go     back. Believe me, everything will work out. Let me have a better memory than this terrible night with you. Go back where you came from.’
At this you cannot even weep; your eyes are dry. You hold her wrists tightly     and then suddenly, without a word, she sinks slowly to the ground.
You hear her whisper, ‘The hospital. Quick.’
You carry her down the street. A fog fills your left eye and you realize that     soon you will be blind.
‘Hurry,’ she whispers. ‘Hurry.’
You begin to run, stumbling.
A car passes and you flag it down. Moments later you and Kim are in the car     with a stranger, roaring silently through the night.
And in the wild traveling you hear her repeat that she believes in the future     and that you must leave soon.
At last you arrive and Kim has gone; the hospital attendant rushed her away     without a good-bye.
You stand there, helpless, then turn and try to walk away. The world     blurs.
Then you walk, finally, in half darkness, trying to see people, trying to     smell any lilacs that still might be out there.
You find yourself entering the ravine just outside the park. The walkers are     down there, the night walkers that gather. Remember what that man said? All those lost ones,     all those lonely ones are coming together tonight to destroy those who do not understand     them.
You stumble on the ravine path, fall, pick     yourself up, and fall again.
The stranger, the walker, stands before you as you make your way toward the     silent creek. You look around and there is no one else anywhere in the dark.
The strange leader cries out angrily, ‘They did not come! Not one of those     walkers, not one! Only you. Oh, the cowards, damn them, the damn cowards!’
‘Good.’ Your breath, or the illusion of breath, slows. ‘I’m glad they didn’t     listen. There must be some reason. Perhaps–perhaps something happened to them that we can’t     understand.’
The leader shakes his head. ‘I had plans. But I am alone. Yet even if all the     lonely ones should rise, they are not strong. One blow and they fall. We grow tired.Iam tired…’
You leave him behind. His whispers die. A dull pulse beats in your head. You     leave the ravine and return to the graveyard.
Your name is on the gravestone. The raw earth awaits you. You slide down the     narrow tunnel into satin and wood, no longer afraid or excited. You lie suspended in warm     darkness. You relax.
You are overwhelmed by a luxury of warm sustenance, like a great yeast; you     feel as if you are buoyed by a whispering tide.
You breathe quietly, not hungry, not worried. You are deeply loved. You are secure. This place where you lie dreaming shifts,     moves.
Drowsy. Your body is melting, it is small, compact, weightless. Drowsy. Slow.     Quiet. Quiet.
Who are you trying to remember? A name moves out to sea. You run to fetch it,     the waves bear it away. Someone beautiful. Someone. A time, a place. Sleepy. Darkness, warmth.     Soundless earth. Dim tide. Quiet.
A dark river bears you faster and yet faster.
You break into the open. You are suspended in hot yellow light.
The world is immense as a snow mountain. The sun blazes and a huge red hand     seizes your feet as another hand strikes your back to force a cry from you.
A woman lies near. Sweat beads her face, and there is a wild singing and a     sharp wonder to this room and this world. You cry out, upside down, and are swung right side     up, cuddled and nursed.
In your small hunger, you forget talking, you forget all things. Her voice,     above, whispers:
‘Dear baby. I will name you for him. For…him…’
These words are nothing. Once you feared something terrifying and black, but     now it is forgotten in this warmth. A name forms in your mouth, you try to say it, not knowing     what it means, only able to cry it happily. The word vanishes, fades, an erased ghost of     laughter in your head.
‘Kim! Kim! Oh,Kim!’
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Remember Me?
"Remember me? Of course, surely youdo!"
His hand extended, the stranger waited.
"Why, yes," I said. "You're—"
I, stopped and searched around for help. We were in middle-street in Florence, Italy, at high noon. He had been rushing one way, I the other, and almost collided. Now he waited to hear his name off my lips. Panicking, I rummaged my brain which ran on empty.
"You're—" I said again.
He seized my hand as if fearing I might bolt and run. His face was a sunburst. Heknewme! Shouldn't I return the honor? There's a good dog, he thought,speak!
"I'm Harry!" he cried.
"Harry … ?"
"Stadler!" he barked with a laugh. "Your butcher!"
"Jesus, of course. Harry, you old son of a bitch!" I pumped his hand with relief.
He almost danced with joy. "Thatson of a bitch, yes! Nine thousand miles from home. No wonder you didn't know me! Hey, we'll get killed out here. I'm at the Grand Hotel. The lobby parquetry floor, amazing! Dinner tonight? Florentine steaks—listen to your butcher, eh? Seven tonight! Yes!"
I opened my mouth to suck and blow out in a great refusal, but—
"Tonight!" he cried.
He spun about and ran, almost plowed under by a bumblebee motorbike. At the far curb he yelled:
"Harry Stadler!"
"Leonard Douglas," I shouted, inanely.
"I know." He waved and vanished in the mob. "I know … "
My God! I thought, staring at my massaged and abandoned hand. Whowasthat?
My butcher.
Now I saw him at his counter grinding hamburger, a tiny white toy-boat cap capsizing on his thin blond hair, Germanic, imperturbable, his cheeks all pork sausage as he pounded a steak into submission.
My butcher,yes!
 
"Jesus!" I muttered for the rest of the day. "Christ! What made me accept? Why in hell did heask? We don't evenknoweach other, except when he says, That's five bucks sixty, and I say, So long! Hell!"
I rang his hotel room every half hour all afternoon. No answer.
"Will you leave a message, sir?"
"No thanks."
Coward, I thought. Leave a message: sick. Leave a message: died!
I stared at the phone, helpless. Of course I hadn't recognized him. Whoever recognizes anyone away from their counter, desk, car, piano, or wherever someone stands, sits, sells, speaks, provides, or dispenses? The mechanic free of his grease-monkey jumpsuit, the lawyer devoid of his pinstripes and wearing a fiery hibiscus sport shirt, the club woman released from her corset and crammed in an explosive bikini—all, all unfamiliar, strange, easily insulted if unrecognized! We all expect that no matter where we go or dress, we will be instantly recognized. Like disguised MacArthurs we stride ashore in far countries crying: "Ihave returned!"
But does anyonegivea damn? This butcher, now—minus his cap, without the blood-fingerprinted smock, without the fan whirling above his head to drive off flies, without bright knives, sharp tenterhooks, whirled bologna slicers, mounds of pink flesh or spreads of marbled beef, he was the masked avenger.
Besides, travel had freshened him. Travel does that. Two weeks of luscious foods, rare wines, long sleeps, wondrous architectures and a man wakes ten years younger to hate going home to be old.
Myself? I was at the absolute peak of losing years in gaining miles. My butcher and I had become quasi-teenagers reborn to collide in Florentine traffic to gibber and paw each other's memories.
"Damn it to hell!" I jabbed his number on the touch-phone, viciously. Five o'clock: silence. Six: no answer. Seven: the same. Christ!
"Stop!" I yelled out the window.
All of Florence's church bells sounded, sealing my doom.
Bang! Someone slammed a door, on their way out.
Me.
 
When we met at five minutes after seven, we were like two angry lovers who hadn't seen each other for days and now rushed in a turmoil of self-pity toward a supper with killed appetites.
Eat and run, no, eat and flee, was in our faces as we swayed in mid-lobby, at the last moment seized each other's hands. Might we arm-wrestle? From somewhere crept false smiles and tepid laughter.
"Leonard Douglas," he cried, "you old son of a bitch!"
He stopped, red-faced. Butchers, after all, do not swear at old customers!
"I mean," he said, "comeon!"
He shoved me into the elevator and babbled all the way up to the penthouse restaurant.
"What a coincidence. Middle of the street. Fine food here. Here's our floor. Out!"
We sat to dine.
"Wine for me." The butcher eyed the wine list, like an old friend. "Here's a swell one. 1970, St. Emilion. Yes?"
"Thanks. A very dry vodka martini."
My butcher scowled.
"But," I said, quickly, "Iwillhave some wine, of course!"
I ordered salad to start. He scowled again.
"The salad and the martini will ruin your taste for the wine. Beg pardon."
"Well then," I said, hastily, "the salad,later."
We ordered our steaks, his rare, mine well-done.
"Sorry," said my butcher, "but youshouldtreat your meat more kindly."
"Not like St. Joan, eh?" I said, and laughed.
"That's a good one. Not like St. Joan."
At which moment the wine arrived to be uncorked. I offered my glass quickly and, glad that my martini had been delayed, or might never come, made the next minute easier by sniffing, whirling, and sipping the St. Emilion. My butcher watched, as a cat might watch a rather strange dog.
I swallowed the merest sip, eyes closed, and nodded.
The stranger across the table also sipped and nodded.
A he.
We stared at the twilight horizon of Florence.
"Well … " I said, frantic for conversation " … what do you think of Florence's art?"
"Paintings make me nervous," he admitted. "What Ireallylike is walking around. Italian women! I'd like to ice-pack and ship them home!"
"Er, yes … " I cleared my throat. "But Giotto … ?"
"Giotto bores me. Sorry. He's too soon in art history for me. Stick figures. Masaccio's better. Raphael's best. AndRubens! I have a butcher's taste for flesh."
"Rubens?"
"Rubens!" Harry Stadler forked some neat little salami slices, popped them in his mouth, and chewed opinions. "Rubens! All bosom and bum, big cumulus clouds of pink flesh, eh? You can feel the heart beating like a kettledrum in a ton of that stuff. Every woman a bed; throw yourself on them, sink from sight. To hell with the boy David, all that cold white marble and no fig leaf! No, no, I like color, life, and meat that covers the bone. You're noteating!"
"Watch." I ate my bloody salami and pink bologna and my dead white provolone, wondering if I should ask his opinion of the cold white colorless cheeses of the world.
The headwaiter delivered our steaks.
Stadler's was so rare you could run blood tests on it. Mine resembled a withered black man's head left to smoke and char my plate.
My butcher growled at my burnt offering.
"My God," he cried, "they treated Joan of Arc better than that! Will you puff it or chew it?"
"But yours," I laughed, "is stillbreathing!"
My steak sounded like crunched autumn leaves, every time I chewed.
Stadler, like W. C. Fields, hacked his way through a wall of living flesh, dragging his canoe behind him.
He killed his dinner. I buried mine.
We ate swiftly. All too soon, in a shared panic, we sensed that we must talk once more.
We ate in a terrible silence like an old married couple, angry at lost arguments, the reasons for which were also lost, leaving irritability and muted rage.
We buttered bread to fill the silence. We ordered coffee, which filled more time and at last settled back, watching that other stranger across a snowfield of linen, napery, and silver. Then, abomination of abominations, I heard myself say:
"When we get home, we must have dinner some night to talk about our time here, yes? Florence, the weather, the paintings."
"Yes." He downed his drink. "No/"
"What?"
"No," he said, simply. "Let's face it, Leonard, when we were home we had nothing in common. Even here we have nothing except time, distance, and travel to share. We have no talk, no interests. Hell, it's a shame, but there it is. This whole thing was impulsive, for the best, or at the worst, mysterious reasons. You're alone, I'm alone in a strange city at noon, and here tonight. But we're like a couple of gravediggers who meet and try to shake hands, but their ectoplasm falls right through each other, hmm? We've kidded ourselves all day."
I sat there stunned. I shut my eyes, felt as if I might be angry, then gave a great gusting exhalation.
"You're the most honest man I've ever known."
"I hate being honest and realistic." Then he laughed. "I tried to call you all afternoon."
"I tried to callyou!"
"Iwanted to cancel dinner."
"Me, too!"
"I never got through."
"I missedyou."
"My God!"
"Jesus Christ!"
We both began to laugh, threw our heads back, and almost fell from our chairs.
"This isrich!"
"It most certainlyis!"Isaid, imitating Oliver Hardy's way of speaking.
"God, order another bottle of champagne!"
"Waiter!"
We hardly stopped laughing as the waiter poured the second bottle.
"Well, we haveonething in common," said Harry
Stadler.
"What's that?"
"This whole cockamamie silly stupid wonderful day, starting at noon, ending here. We'll tell this story to friends the rest of our lives. How I invited you, and you fell in with it not wanting to, and how we both tried to call it off before it started, and how we both came to dinner hating it, and how we blurted it out, silly, silly, and how suddenly—" He stopped. His eyes watered and his voice softened. "How suddenly it wasn't so silly anymore. But okay. Suddenly we liked each other in our foolishness. And if we don't try to make the rest of the evening too long, it won't be so bad, after all."
I tapped my champagne glass to his. The tenderness had reached me, too, along with the stupid and silly.
"We won't ever have any dinners back home."
"No."
"And we don't have to be afraid of long talks about nothing."
"Just the weather for a few seconds, now and then."
"And we won't meet socially."
"Here's to that."
"But suddenly it's a nice night, old Leonard Douglas, customer of mine."
"Here's to Harry Stadler." I raised my glass. "Wherever he goes from here."
"Bless me. Bless you."
We drank and simply sat there for another five minutes, warm and comfortable as old friends who had suddenly found that a long long time ago we had loved the same beautiful librarian who had touched our books and touched our cheeks. But the memory was fading.
"It's going to rain." I arose with my wallet.
Stadler stared until I put the wallet back in my jacket.
"Thanks and good night."
"Thanks to you," he said, "I'm not so lonely now, no matter what."
I gulped the rest of my wine, gasped with pleasure, ruffled Stadler's hair with a quick hand, and ran.
At the door I turned. He saw this and shouted across the room.
"Rememberme?"
I pretended to pause, scratch my head, cudgel my memory. Then I pointed at him and cried:
"The butcher!"
He lifted his drink.
"Yes!" he called. "The butcher!"
I hurried downstairs and across the parquetry floor which was too beautiful to walk on, and out into a storm.
I walked in the rain for a long while, face up.
Hell, I thought, I don't feel so lonelymyself!
Then, soaked through, and laughing, I ducked and ran all the way back to my hotel.
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Remembrance, Ohio
They came running through the hot still dust of town, with their shadows     burned black under them by the sun.
They held on to picket fences. They clutched trees. They seized lilac bushes,     which gave no support, so they swayed and grabbed at each other, then ran on and looked back.     With abrupt focus, the empty street rushed at them. They gasped and wheeled in a clumsy     dance.
And then they saw it and made sounds like travelers at noon finding a     landfall mirage, an incredible isle promising cool breezeways and water glades melted out of     forgotten snows.
Ahead stood a cream-white house with a grape-arbor porch hummed about by bees     with golden pelts.
‘Home,’ said the woman. ‘We’ll be safe there!’
The man blinked at the house in surprise.     ‘I don’t understand…’
But they helped each other up onto the porch and sat precisely down in the     swing, which hung like a special scale weighing them, and them afraid of the total.
The only movement for a long time now was the drift of the swing going     nowhere with two people perched precariously, birdlike, in it. The street laid out its hot roll     of dust on which no footprints or tire marks were stenciled. On occasion a wind paraded from     nowhere, down the center of the dusty road to lie down under cool green trees. Beyond that,     everything was baked solid. If you ran up on any porch and spat on any window and rubbed the     grime away, you might peek in to find the dead, like so many clay mummies, scattered on the     carpetless floors. But nobody ran, spat, or looked.
‘Shh,’ she whispered.
There were hummingbird flickers of leafy sunlight on their still faces.
‘Youhear?’
Somewhere far off, a drift of voices slid away. A siren bubbled, rose, then     stopped. The dust settled. The noises of the world drifted lazily to rest.
The woman glanced over at her husband on the seat beside her.
‘Will they find us? We did escape, wearefree,aren’twe?’
He barely nodded. He was about thirty-five, a man all bristly and pink. The pink veins in his eyes made the rest of him seem infinitely     redder, warmer, more irritable. He often told her he had this great hair ball in him, which     made it hard to speak, much less breathe, in hot weather. Panic was a continual way of life for     both of them. If one drop of rain fell on his hand from the blind sky now, it might jolt him     into rabbiting off and leaving her alone.
She moved her tongue on her lips.
The small motion fretted him. Her coolness was a bother.
She took a chance on speaking again. ‘It’s nice to sit.’
His nod made the porch swing glide.
‘Mrs Haydecker’ll be coming up the street with a whole crate of fresh-picked     strawberries any moment,’ she said.
He frowned.
‘Right out of her garden,’ she added.
The grapevines grew quietly over the cool dark porch. They felt like children     hiding out from parents.
Sunlight picked the tiny silver hairs on a geranium stalk potted on the     railing. It made the man feel like he was trapped in his winter underwear.
She arose suddenly and went to peer at the doorbell button and reached out as     if to touch it.
‘Don’t!’ he said.
Too late; she had planted her thumb on the button.
‘It’s not working.’ She slapped her hand over her mouth and talked through     the fingers. ‘Silly! Ringing your own doorbell. To see if I     came to the door and looked out at myself?’
‘Get away from there.’ He was on his feet now. ‘You’ll spoil everything!’
But she could not keep her child’s hand from prowling to twist the     doorknob.
‘Unlocked! Why, it was always locked!’
‘Hands off!’
‘I won’t try to go in.’ Suddenly she reached up to run her fingertips along     the top of the sill. ‘Someone stole the key, that explains it. Stole it and went in and I bet     robbed the house. We stayed away too long.’
‘We only been gone an hour.’
‘Don’t lie,’ she said. ‘You know it’s been months. No…what? Years.’
‘An hour,’ he said. ‘Sit down.’
‘It was such a long trip. I think I will.’ But she still held on to the     doorknob. ‘I want to be fresh when I yell at Mama, “Mama, we’re here!” I wonder where Benjamin     is? Such a good dog.’
‘Dead,’ said the man, forgetting. ‘Ten years ago.’
‘Oh…’ She backed off and her voice softened. ‘Yes…’ She eyed the door, the     porch, and beyond, the town. ‘Something’s wrong. I can’t name it. But something’s wrong!’
The only sound was the sun burning the sky.
‘Is this California or Ohio?’ she said, at last turning to him.
‘Don’tdothat!’     He seized her wrist. ‘This is California.’
‘What’s our town doing here?’ she demanded, wildly out of breath. ‘When it     used to be in Ohio!’
‘We’re lucky we found this! Don’t talk about it!’
‘Or maybe thisisOhio. Maybe we never went west,     years ago.’
‘This,’ he said, ‘is California.’
‘What’s the name of this place?’
‘Coldwater.’
‘Yousure?’
‘On a hot day likethis? Coldwater.’
‘You sure this isn’t Mellow Glen? Or Breezeway Falls?’
‘At high noon, those all sound good.’
‘Maybe it’s Inclement, Nebraska.’ She smiled. ‘Or Devil’s Prong, Idaho. Or     Boiling Sands, Montana.’
‘Go back to the icehouse names,’ he said.
‘Mint Willow, Illinois.’
‘Ahh.’ He closed his eyes.
‘Snow Mountain, Missouri.’
‘Yes.’ He stirred the swing and they swung back and forth.
‘But I know the best,’ she said. ‘Remembrance. That’s where we are.     Remembrance, Ohio.’
And by his smiling silence, eyes shut as they glided, she knew that indeed     was were they were.
‘Willtheyfind us here?’ she asked, suddenly     apprehensive.
‘Not if we’re careful, not if we hide.’
‘Oh!’ she said.
Because at the far end of the street, in the glare of bright sun, a group of     men appeared suddenly, fanning out in the dust.
‘There they are! Oh, what’ve we done that they chase us this way? Are we     robbers, Tom, or thieves, did we kill someone?’
‘No, but they followed us here to Ohio, anyway.’
‘I thought you said this was California.’
He lolled his head back and stared into the blazing sky. ‘God, I don’t know     anymore. Maybe they put the town on rollers.’
The strangers, a short way off in their own world of dust, were pausing now.     You could hear their voices barking under the trees.
‘We’ve got to run, Tom! Let’s move!’ She tugged at his elbow, tried to pull     him to his feet.
‘Yeah, but look. All the little things that’re wrong. The town…’ He glided,     loose-mouthed, loose-eyed, in the swing. ‘This house. Something about the porch. Used to be     three steps coming up. Now it’s four.’
‘No!’
‘I felt the change, with my feet. And those stained-glass panes around the     door window, they’re blue and red. Used to be orange and milk white.’
He gestured with a tired hand.
‘And the sidewalks, trees, houses. Whole damn town. I can’tfigureit.’
She stared and it began to come clear what     it was. Someone with a big hand had scooped up the entire known familiar town of her     childhood–the churches, garages, windows, porches, attics, bushes, lawns, lampposts–and poured     it into a glass oven, there to know a fever so intense that everything melted and warped.     Houses expanded a little too large or shrunk too small from their old size, sidewalks tilted,     steeples grew. Whoever had glued the town back together had lost the blueprint. It was     beautiful but strange.
‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘Yes, you’re right. I used to know every crack in the     sidewalk with my roller skates. It’snotthe same.’
The strangers came running and turned off at an alley.
‘They’re going around the block,’ she said. ‘Then they’ll find us here.’
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe, maybe not.’
They sat, not moving, listening to the hot green silence.
‘I know what I want,’ she said. ‘I want to go in the house and open the     icebox door and drink some cold milk and go in the pantry and smell the bananas hung on a     string from the ceiling, and eat a powdered doughnut out of the bin.’
‘Don’t try to go into the house,’ he said, eyes shut. ‘You’ll be sorry.’
She leaned over to look into his drawn face.
‘You’re scared.’
‘Me?’
‘To do a simple thing like open the front     door!’
‘Yes,’ he said, finally. ‘I’m scared. We can’t run any further. They’ll catch     us and take us back to that place.’
She laughed suddenly. ‘Weren’t they funny people? Wouldn’t take money from us     for staying there. I liked the women’s costumes, all white and starched.’
‘I didn’t like the windows,’ he said. ‘The metal grating. Remember when I     made a noise like a hacksaw and the men came running?’
‘Yes. Why do they always run?’
‘Because we know too much, that’s why.’
‘I don’t know anything,’ she said.
‘They hate you for being you and me for being me.’
They heard voices in the distance.
The woman took a mirror from a wadded handkerchief in her pocket, breathed on     it, and smiled in welcome. ‘I’m alive. Sometimes, in that place, I lay on the floor and said I     was dead and they couldn’t bother me anymore. But they threw water on me and made me stand     up.’
Shouting, six men turned the corner fifty yards away and started toward the     house where the man and woman sat in the swing, fanning their faces with their hands.
‘What did we do to be hunted like this?’ said the woman. ‘Will they kill     us?’
‘No, they’ll talk soft and kind and walk us back out of town.’
He jumped up, suddenly.
‘Now what?’ she cried.
‘I’m going inside and wake your mother from her nap,’ he said. ‘And we’ll sit     at the round table in the living room and have peach shortcake with whipped cream, and when     those men knock on the door, your mother’ll just tell them to go away. We’ll eat with the     silverware your mother got from theChicago Tribunein 1928 with     those pictures of Thomas Meighan and Mary Pickford on the handles.’
She smiled. ‘We’ll play the phonograph. We’ll play the record “The Three     Trees, There, There, and–There!”’
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We have to go!’
The six men spied the man and woman on the dim front porch, shouted, and ran     forward.
‘Hurry!’ screamed the woman. ‘Get inside, call Mother and Sister, oh, hurry,     here theycome!’
He flung the front door wide.
She rushed in after him, slammed the door, and turned.
There was nothing behind the front wall of the house except strutworks,     canvas, boards, a small meadow, and a creek. A few arc-lights stood to each side. Stenciled on     one papier-mâché inner wall was STUDIO #12.
Footsteps thundered on the front porch.
The door banged open. The men piled in.
‘Oh!’ the woman screamed. ‘Theleastyou could do     isknock!’
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The Sea Shell
He wanted to get out and run, bounding over hedges, kicking tin cans down the alley, shouting at all the windows for the gang to come and play. The sun was up and the day was bright, and here he was swaddled with bed clothes, sweating and scowling, and not liking it at all.
Johnny Bishop sat up in bed, sniffling. Orange juice, cough medicine and the perfume of his mother, lately gone from the room, hung in a shaft of sunlight that struck down to heat his toes. The entire lower half of the patch-work quilt was a circus banner of red, green, purple and blue. It practically yelled color into his eyes. Johnny fidgeted.
‘I wanna go out,’ he complained softly. ‘Darn it. Darn it.’
A fly buzzed, bumping again and again at the window pane with a dry staccato of its transparent wings.
Johnny looked at it, understanding how it wanted out, too.
He coughed a few times and decided that it was not the cough of a decrepit old man, but a youngster of eleven years who, next week this time, would be loose again to filch apples from the orchard trees or bean teacher with spit-balls.
He heard the trot of crisp footsteps in the freshly polished hall, the door opened, and mother was there. ‘Young man,’ she said, ‘what are you doing sitting up in bed? Lie down.’
‘I feel better already. Honest.’
‘The doctor said two more days.’
‘Two!’ Consternation was the order of the moment. ‘Do I hafta be sick that long?’
Mom laughed. ‘Well – notsick. But in bed, anyway.’ She spanked his left cheek very lightly. ‘Want some more orange juice?’
‘With or without medicine?’
‘Medicine?’
‘I know you. You put medicine in my orange juice so I can’t taste it. but I taste it anyway.’
‘This time – no medicine.’
‘What’s that in your hand?’
‘Oh, this?’ Mother held out a round gleaming object. Johnny took it. It was hard and shiny and – pretty. ‘Doctor Hull dropped by a few minutes ago and left it. He thought you might have fun with it.’
Johnny looked palely dubious. His small hands brushed the slick surface. ‘How can I have fun with it? I don’t even know what it is!’
Mother’s smile was better than sunshine. ‘It’s a shell from the sea, Johnny. Doctor Hull picked it up on the Pacific shore last year when he was out there.’
‘Hey, that’s all right. What kind of shell is it?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. Some form of sea life probably lived in it once, a long time ago.’
Johnny’s brows went up. ‘Lived in this? Made it a home?’
‘Yes.’
‘Aw – really?’
She adjusted it in his hand. ‘If you don’t believe me, listen for yourself, young man. Put this end – here – against your ear.’
‘Like this?’ He raised the shell to his small pink ear and pressed it tight. ‘Now, what do I do?’
Mother smiled. ‘Now, if you’re very quiet, and listen closely, you’ll hear something very, very familiar.’
Johnny listened. His ear opened imperceptibly like a small flower opening, waiting.
A titanic wave came in on a rocky shore and smashed itself down.
‘The sea!’ cried Johnny Bishop. ‘Oh, Mom! The ocean! The waves! The sea!’
Wave after wave came in on that distant, craggy shore. Johnny closed his eyes tight black and a smile folded his small face exactly in half. Wave after pounding wave roared in his small pinkly alert ear.
‘Yes, Johnny,’ said mother. ‘The sea.’
It was late afternoon. Johnny lay back on his pillow, cradling the sea shell in his small hands, smiling, and looking out the large window just to the right side of the bed. He had a good view of the vacant lot across the street. The kids were scuddling around over there like a cluster of indignant beetles, each one complaining, ‘Aw, I shot you dead first! Now, I gotyoufirst! Aw, you don’t play fair! I won’t play unless I can be Captain!’
Their voices seemed so far away, lazy, drifting on a tide of sun. The sunlight was just like deep yellow, lambent water, lapping at the summer, full tide. Slow, languorous, warm, lazy. The whole world was over its head in that tide and everything was slowed down. The clock ticked slower. The street car came down the avenue in warm metal slow motion. It was almost like seeing a motion film that is losing speed and noise. Everything was softer. Nothing seemed to count as much.
He wanted to get out and play, badly. He kept watching the kids climbing the fences, playing soft ball, roller skating in the warm languor. His head felt heavy, heavy, heavy. His eyelids were window sashes pulling down, down. The sea shell lay against his ear. He pressed it close.
Pounding, drumming, waves broke on a shore. A yellow sand shore. And when the waves went back out they left foam, like the suds of beer, on the sand. The suds broke and vanished, like dreams. And more waves came with more foam. And the sand crabs tumbled, salt-wet, scuttling brown, in the ripples. Cool green water pounding cold on the sand. The very sound of it conjured up visions; the ocean breeze soothed Johnny Bishop’s small body. Suddenly the hot afternoon was no longer hot and depressing. The clock started ticking faster. The street cars clanged metal quickly. The slowness of the summer world was spanked to crisp life by the pound-pound of waves on an unseen and brilliant beach.
This sea shell would be a valuable thing in the days to come. Whenever the afternoons stretched long and tiresome, he would press it around the lobe and rim of his ear and vacation on a wind-blown peninsula far, far off.
Four thirty, said the clock. Time for medicine, said mother’s exact trot in the gleaming hall.
She offered the medicine in a silver spoon. It tasted like, unfortunately – medicine. Johnny made a special kind of bitter face. Then when the taste was modified by a drink of refrigerated milk he looked up at the nice soft white face of mom and said, ‘Can we go to the seashore some day, huh?’
‘I think we can. Maybe the Fourth of July, if your father gets his two weeks then. We can drive to the coast in two days, stay a week, and come back.’
Johnny settled himself, his eyes funny. ‘I’ve never really seen the ocean, except in movies. It smells different and looks different than Fox Lake, I bet. It’s bigger, and a heck of a lot better. Gosh, I wish I could go now.’
‘It won’t be long. You children are so impatient.’
‘I can’t help it.’
Mother sat down on the bed and held his hand. The things she said he couldn’t understand fully, but some of them made sense. ‘If I had to write a philosophy of children, I guess I’d title it impatience. Impatience with everything in life. You must have things –right now– or else. Tomorrow’s so far away, and yesterday is nothing. You’re a tribe of potential Omar Khayyam’s, that’s what. When you’re older, you’ll understand that waiting, planning, being patient, are attributes of maturity; that is, of being grown up.’
‘I don’t wanna be patient. I don’t like being in bed. I want to go to the seashore.’
‘And last week it was a catcher’s mitt you wanted –right now. Please, pretty please, you said. Oh, gosh, Mom, it’s elegant. It’s the last one at the store.’
Mom was very strange, all right. She talked some more:
‘I remember, I saw a doll once when I was a girl. I told my mother about it, said it was the last one for sale. I said I was afraid it would be sold before I could get it. The truth of the matter is there were a dozen others just like it. I couldn’t wait. I was impatient, too.’
Johnny shifted on the bed. His eyes widened and got full of blue light. ‘But, Mom, I don’t want to wait. If I wait too long, I’ll be grown up, and then it won’t be any fun.’
That silenced mother. She just sort of sat there, her hands tightened, her eyes got all wet after a while, because she was thinking, maybe, to herself. She closed her eyes, opened them again, and said, ‘Sometimes – I think children know more about living than we do. Sometimes I think you’re – right. But I don’t dare tell you. It isn’t according to the rules—’
‘What rules, Mom?’
‘Civilization’s. Enjoy yourself, while you are young. Enjoy yourself, Johnny.’ She said it strong, and funnylike.
Johnny put the shell to his ear. ‘Mom. Know what I’d like to do? I’d like to be at the seashore right now, running toward the water, holding my nose and yelling, “Last one in is a double-darned monkey!”’ Johnny laughed.
The phone rang downstairs. Mother walked to answer it.
Johnny lay there, quietly, listening.
Two more days. Johnny tilted his head against the shell and sighed. Two more whole days. It was dark in his room. Stars were caught in the square glass corrals of the big window. A wind moved the trees. Roller skates rotated, scraping, on the cement sidewalks below.
Johnny closed his eyes. Downstairs, silverware was being clattered at the dinner table. Mom and Pop were eating. He heard Pop laughing his deep laughter.
The waves still came in, over and over, on the shore inside the sea shell. And – something else.
‘Down where the waves lift, down where the waves play, down where the gulls swoop low on a summer’s day—’
‘Huh?’ Johnny listened. His body stiffened. He blinked his eyes.
Softly, way off.
‘Stark ocean sky, sunlight on waves. Yo ho, heave ho, heave ho, my braves—’
It sounded like a hundred voices singing to the creak of oarlocks.
‘Come down to the sea in ships—’
And then another voice, all by itself, soft against the sound of waves and ocean wind. ‘Come down to the sea, the contortionist sea, where the great tides wrestle and swell. Come down to the salt in the glittering brine, on a trail that you’ll soon know well—’
Johnny pulled the shell from his head, stared at it.
‘Do you want to come down to the sea, my lad, do you want to come down to the sea? Well, take me by the hand, my lad, just take me by the hand, my lad, and come along with me!’
Trembling, Johnny clamped the shell to his ear again, sat up in bed, breathing fast. His small heart leaped and hit the wall of his chest.
Waves pounded, crashing on a distant shore.
‘Have you ever seen a fine conch-shell shaped and shined like a pearl corkscrew? It starts out big and it ends up small, seemingly ending with nothing at all, but aye lad, it ends where the sea-cliffs fall; where the seacliffs fall to the blue!’
Johnny’s fingers tightened on the circular marks of the shell. That was right. It went around and around and around until you couldn’t see it going around anymore.
Johnny’s lips tightened. What was it Mother had said? Children. The – the philosophy – what a big word! Of children! Impatience. Impatience! Yes, yes, he was impatient! Why not? His free hand clenched into a tiny hard white fist, pounding against the quilted covers.
‘Johnny!’
Johnny yanked the shell from his ear, hid it quickly under the sheets. Father was coming down the hall from the stairs.
‘Hi there, son.’
‘Hi, Dad!’
Mother and Father were fast asleep. It was long after midnight. Very softly Johnny extracted the precious shell from under the covers and raised it to his ear.
Yes. The waves were still there. And far off, the creening of oarlocks, the snap of wind in the stomach of a mainsail, the singing chant of boatmen faintly drifting on a salt sea wind.
He held the shell closer and yet closer.
Mother’s footsteps came along the hall. She turned in at Johnny’s room. ‘Good morning, son! Wake yet?’
The bed was empty. There was nothing but sunlight and silence in the room. Sunlight lay abed, like a bright patient with its brilliant head on the pillow. The quilt, a red-blue circus banner, was thrown back. The bed was wrinkled like the face of a pale old man, and it was very empty.
Mother looked at it and scowled and stamped her crisp heel. ‘Darn that little scamp!’ she cried, to nobody. ‘Gone out to play with those neighbor ruffians, sure as the day I was born! Wait’ll I catch him, I’ll—’ She stopped and smiled. ‘I’ll love the little scamp to death. Children are so – impatient.’
Walking to the bedside she began brushing, adjusted the quilt into place when her knuckles rapped against a lump in the sheet. Reaching under the quilt, she brought forth a shining object into the sun.
She smiled. It was the sea shell.
She grasped it, and, just for fun, lifted it to her ear. Her eyes widened. Her jaw dropped.
The room whirled around in a bright swaying merry-go-round of bannered quilts and glassed run.
The sea shell roared in her ear.
Waves thundered on a distant shore. Waves foamed cool on a far off beach.
Then the sound of small feet crunching swiftly in the sand. A high young voice yelling:
‘Hi! Come on, you guys! Last one in is a double-darned monkey!’
And the sound of a small body diving, splashing, into those waves …
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by Ray Bradbury

from A Medicine for Melancholy (Doubleday, 1959)

 
By definition, the only “formula” for science fantasy is no-formula; a genre of speculation and extrapolation can exist only in a state of flux. But even flux, over a period of time, trends to a preferred shape. Against a background of the inevitable ninety per cent of inept or hackster trash, the better stories, as they emerge each year, always show some very definite—and different from the year before—emphasis on one area of speculation or another.

This time the focus is summed up in the title of the editorial reprinted some pages farther on from John W. Campbell Jr.’s erstwhile Astounding, now—take a deep breath—retitled Analog Science Fact and Fiction: “What Do You Mean… Human?”

In a rather different sense, this is of course the query underlying all fiction, and all art. But the stories in this book, almost all, treat the question also in the special science-fiction sense as well—exploring with postulated answers and what if’s the boundaries of distinction by which we define ourselves.

Ray Bradbury, who needs no introduction in or out of the science-fiction field (even Mr. Amis knows his name!) selects a delicate and haunting legendary boundary to explore.







 
 
 
Tom, kneedeep in the waves, a piece of driftwood in his hand, listened.

The house, up toward the coast highway in the late afternoon, was silent. The sounds of closets being rummaged, suitcase locks snapping, vases being smashed, and of a final door crashing shut, all had faded away.

Chico, standing on the pale sand, flourished his wire-strainer to shake out a harvest of lost coins. After a moment, without glancing at Tom, he said, “Let her go.”

So it was every year. For a week, or a month, their house would have music swelling from the windows, there would be new geraniums potted on the porch-rail, new paint on the doors and steps. The clothes on the wire-line changed from harlequin pants to sheath-dresses to hand-made Mexican frocks like white waves breaking behind the house. Inside, the paintings on the walls shifted from imitation Matisse to pseudo-Italian Renaissance. Sometimes, looking up, he would see a woman drying her hair like a bright yellow flag on the wind. Sometimes the flag was black or red. Sometimes the woman was tall, sometimes short, against the sky. But there was never more than one woman at a time. And, at last, a day like today came…

Tom placed his driftwood on the growing pile near where Chico sifted the billion footprints left by people long vanished from their holidays.

“Chico. What are we doing here?”

“Living the life of Reilly, boy!”

“I don’t feel like Reilly, Chico.”

“Work at it, boy!”

Tom saw the house a month from now, the flowerpots blowing dust, the walls hung with empty squares, only sand carpeting the floors. The rooms would echo like shells in the wind. And all night every night, bedded in separate rooms, he and Chico would hear a tide falling away and away down a long shore, leaving no trace.

Tom nodded, imperceptibly. Once a year he himself brought a nice girl here knowing she was right at last and that in no time they would be married. But his women always stole silently away before dawn, feeling they had been mistaken for someone else, not being able to play the part. Chico’s friends left like vacuum cleaners, with a terrific drag, roar, rush, leaving no lint unturned, no clam unprized of its pearl, taking their purses with them like toy dogs which Chico had petted as he opened their jaws to count their teeth.

“That’s four women so far this year.”

“Okay, referee.” Chico grinned. “Show me the way to the showers.”

“Chico—” Tom bit his lower lip, then went on. “I been thinking. Why don’t we split up?”

Chico just looked at him.

“I mean,” said Tom, quickly, “maybe we’d have better luck, alone.”

“Well, I’ll be god-damned,” said Chico, slowly, gripping the strainer in his big fists before him. “Look here, boy, don’t you know the facts? You and me, we’ll be here come the year 2000. A couple of crazy dumb old gooney-birds drying their bones in the sun. Nothing’s ever going to happen to us now, Tom, it’s too late. Get that through your head and shut up.”

Tom swallowed and looked steadily at the other man. “I’m thinking of leaving—next week.”

“Shut up, shut up, and get to work!”

Chico gave the sand an angry showering rake that tilled him forty-three cents in dimes, pennies, and nickels. He stared blindly at the coins shimmering down the wires like a pinball game all afire.

Tom did not move, holding his breath.

They both seemed to be waiting for something.

The something happened.

“Hey… hey… oh, hey… !”

From a long way off down the coast a voice called.

The two men turned slowly.

“Hey… hey… oh, hey… !”

A boy was running, yelling, waving, along the shore two hundred yards away. There was something in his voice that made Tom feel suddenly cold. He held onto his own arms, waiting.

“Hey!”

The boy pulled up, gasping, pointing back along the shore.

“A woman, a funny woman, by the North Rock!”

“A woman!” The words exploded from Chico’s mouth and he began to laugh. “Oh, no, no!”

“What you mean, a ‘funny’ woman?” asked Tom.

“I don’t know,” cried the boy, his eyes wide. “You got to come see! Awfully funny!”

“You mean drowned?”

“Maybe! She came out of the water, she’s lying on the shore, you got to see, yourself… funny…” The boy’s voice died. He gazed off north again. “She’s got a fish’s tail.”

Chico laughed. “Not before supper, thanks.”

“Please,” cried the boy, dancing now. “No lie! Oh, hurry!”

He ran off, sensed he was not followed, and looked back in dismay.

Tom felt his lips move. “Boy wouldn’t run this far for a joke, would he, Chico?”

“People have run further for less.”

Tom started walking. “All right, son.”

“Thanks, mister, oh, thanks!”

The boy ran. Twenty yards up the coast, Tom looked back. Behind him, Chico squinted, shrugged, dusted his hands wearily, and followed.

 
They moved north along the twilight beach, their skin weathered in tiny lizard folds about their burnt pale-water eyes, looking younger for their hair cut close to the skull so you could not see the gray. There was a fair wind and the ocean rose and fell with prolonged concussions.

“What,” said Tom, “what if we get to North Rock and it’s true? What if the ocean has washed some thing up?”

But before Chico could answer, Tom was gone, his mind racing down a coast littered with horseshoe crabs, sand-dollars, starfish, kelp, and stone. From all the times he’d talked on what lives in the sea, the names returned with the breathing fall of waves. Argonauts, they whispered, codlings, pollacks, houndfish, tautog, tench, sea-elephant, they whispered, gillings, flounders, and beluga the white whale and grampus the sea-dog… always you thought how these must look from their deep-sounding names. Perhaps you would never in your life see them rise from the salt meadows beyond the safe limits of the shore, but they were there, and their names, with a thousand others, made pictures. And you looked and wished you were a frigate-bird that might fly nine thousand miles around to return some year with the full size of the ocean in your head.

“Oh, quick!” The boy had run back to peer in Tom’s face. “It might be gone!”

“Keep your shirt on, boy,” said Chico.

They came around the North Rock. A second boy stood there, looking down.

Perhaps from the corner of his eye, Tom saw something on the sand that made him hesitate to look straight at it, but fix instead on the face of the boy standing there. The boy was pale and he seemed not to breathe. On occasion he remembered to take a breath, his eyes focused, but the more they saw there on the sand the more they took time off from focusing and turned blank and looked stunned. When the ocean came in over his tennis shoes, he did not move or notice.

Tom glanced away from the boy to the sand.

And Tom’s face, in the next moment, became the face of the boy. His hands assumed the same curl at his sides and his mouth moved to open and stay half open and his eyes, which were light in color, seemed to bleach still more with so much looking.

The setting sun was ten minutes above the sea.

“A big wave came in and went out,” said the first boy, “and here she was.”

They looked at the woman lying there.

Her hair was very long and it lay on the beach like the threads of an immense harp. The water stroked along the threads and floated them up and let them down, each time in a different fan and silhouette. The hair must have been five or six feet long and now it was strewn on the hard wet sand and it was the color of limes.

Her face…

The men bent half down in wonder.

Her face was white sand sculpture, with a few water drops shimmering on it like summer rain upon a cream-colored rose. Her face was that moon which when seen by day is pale and unbelievable in the blue sky. It was milk-marble veined with faint violet in the temples. The eyelids, closed down upon the eyes, were powdered with a faint water-color, as if the eyes beneath gazed through the fragile tissue of the lids and saw them standing there above her looking down and looking down. The mouth was a pale flushed sea-rose, full and closed upon itself. And her neck was slender and white and her breasts were small and white, now covered, uncovered, covered, uncovered in the flow of water, the ebb of water, the flow, the ebb, the flow. And the breasts were flushed at their tips, and her body was startlingly white, almost an illumination, a white-green lightning against the sand. And as the water shifted her, her skin glinted like the surface of a pearl.

The lower half of her body changed itself from white to very pale blue, from very pale blue to pale green, from pale green to emerald green, to moss and lime green, to scintillas and sequins all dark green, all flowing away in a fount, a curve, a rush of light and dark, to end in a lacy fan, a spread of foam and jewel on the sand. The two halves of this creature were so joined as to reveal no point of fusion where pearl woman, woman of a whiteness made of cream-water and clear sky, merged with that half which belonged to the amphibious slide and rush of current that came up on the shore and shelved down the shore, tugging its half toward its proper home. The woman was the sea, the sea was woman. There was no flaw or seam, no wrinkle or stitch; the illusion, if illusion it was, held perfectly together and the blood from one moved into and through and mingled with what must have been the ice-waters of the other.

“I wanted to run get help.” The first boy seemed not to want to raise his voice. “But Skip said she was dead and there’s no help for that. Is she?”

“She was never alive,” said Chico. “Sure,” he went on, feeling their eyes on him suddenly. “It’s something left over from a movie studio. Liquid rubber skinned over a steel frame. A prop, a dummy.”

“Oh, no, it’s real!”

“We’ll find a label somewhere,” said Chico. “Here.”

“Don’t!” cried the first boy.

“Hell.” Chico touched the body to turn it, and stopped. He knelt there, his face changing.

“What’s the matter?” asked Tom.

Chico took his hand away and looked at it. “I was wrong.” His voice faded.

Tom took the woman’s wrist. “There’s a pulse.”

“You’re feeling your own heartbeat.”

“I just don’t know… maybe… maybe…”

The woman was there and her upper body was all moon pearl and tidal cream and her lower body all slithering ancient green-black coins that slid upon themselves in the shift of wind and water.

“There’s a trick somewhere!” cried Chico, suddenly.

“No. No!” Just as suddenly Tom burst out in laughter. “No trick! My God, my God, I feel great! I haven’t felt so great since I was a kid!”

They walked slowly around her. A wave touched her white hand so the fingers faintly softly waved. The gesture was that of someone asking for another and another wave to come in and lift the fingers and then the wrist and then the arm and then head and finally the body and take all of them together back down out to sea.

“Tom.” Chico’s mouth opened and closed. “Why don’t you go get our truck?”

Tom didn’t move.

“You hear me?” said Chico.

“Yes, but—”

“But what? We could sell this somewhere, I don’t know—the university, that aquarium at Seal Beach or… well, hell, why couldn’t we just set up a place? Look.” He shook Tom’s arm. “Drive to the pier. Buy us three hundred pounds of chipped ice. When you take anything out of the water you need ice, don’t you?”

“I never thought.”

“Think about it! Get moving!”

“I don’t know, Chico.”

“What you mean? She’s real, isn’t she?” He turned to the boys. “You say she’s real, don’t you? Well, then, what are we waiting for?”

“Chico,” said Tom. “You better go get the ice yourself.”

“Someone’s got to stay and make sure she don’t go back out with the tide!”

“Chico,” said Tom. “I don’t know how to explain. I don’t want to get that ice for you.”

“I’ll go myself, then. Look, boys, build the sand up here to keep the waves back. I’ll give you five bucks apiece. Hop to it!”

The sides of the boys’ faces were bronze-pink from the sun which was touching the horizon now. Their eyes were a bronze color looking at Chico.

“My God!” said Chico. “This is better than finding ambergris!” He ran to the top of the nearest dune, called, “Get to work!” and was gone.

Now Tom and the two boys were left with the lonely woman by the north rock and the sun was one-fourth of the way below the western horizon. The sand and the woman were pink-gold.

“Just a little line,” whispered the second boy. He drew his fingernail along under his own chin, gently. He nodded to the woman. Tom bent again to see the faint line under either side of her firm white chin, the small almost invisible line where the gills were or had been and were now almost sealed shut, invisible.

He looked at the face and the great strands of hair spread out in a lyre on the shore.

“She’s beautiful,” he said.

The boys nodded without knowing it.

Behind them, a gull leaped up quickly from the dunes. The boys gasped and turned to stare.

Tom felt himself trembling. He saw the boys were trembling, too. A car horn hooted. Their eyes blinked, suddenly afraid. They looked up toward the highway.

A wave poured about the body, framing it in a clear white pool of water.

Tom nodded the boys to one side.

The wave moved the body an inch in and two inches out toward the sea.

The next wave came and moved the body two inches in and six inches out toward the sea.

“But—” said the first boy.

Tom shook his head.

The third wave lifted the body two feet down toward the sea. The wave after that drifted the body another foot down the shingles and the next three moved it six feet down.

The first boy cried out and ran after it.

Tom reached him and held his arm. The boy looked helpless and afraid and sad.

For a moment there were no more waves. Tom looked at the woman, thinking, she’s true, she’s real, she’s mine… but… she’s dead. Or will be if she stays here.

 
“We can’t let her go,” said the first boy. “We can’t, we just can’t!”

The other boy stepped between the woman and the sea. “What would we do with her,” he wanted to know, looking at Tom, “if we kept her?”

The first boy tried to think. “We could—we could—” He stopped and shook his head. “Oh, my gosh.”

The second boy stepped out of the way and left a path from the woman to the sea.

The next was a big one. It came in and went out and the sand was empty. The whiteness was gone and the black diamonds and the great threads of the harp.

They stood by the edge of the sea, looking out, the man and the two boys, until they heard the truck driving up on the dunes behind them.

The last of the sun was gone.

They heard footsteps running down the dunes and someone yelling.

 
They drove back down the darkening beach in the light truck with the big-treaded tires, in silence. The two boys sat in the rear on the bags of chipped ice. After a long while, Chico began to sweat steadily, half to himself, spitting out the window.

“Three hundred pounds of ice. Three hundred pounds of ice! What do I do with it now? And I’m soaked to the skin, soaked! You didn’t even move when I jumped in and swam out to look around! Idiot, idiot! You haven’t changed! Like every other time, like always, you do nothing, nothing, just stand there, stand there, do nothing, nothing, just stare!”

“And what did you do, I ask, what?” said Tom, in a tired voice, looking ahead. “The same as you always did, just the same, no different at all. You should’ve seen yourself.”

They dropped the boys off at their beach-house. The youngest spoke in a voice you could hardly hear against the wind.

“Gosh, nobody’ll ever believe…”

The two men drove down the coast and parked.

Chico sat for two or three minutes waiting for his fists to relax on his lap, and then he snorted.

“Hell. I guess things turn out for the best.” He took a deep breath. “It just came to me. Funny. Twenty, thirty years from now, middle of the night, our phone’ll ring. It’ll be one of those two boys, grown up, calling long-distance from a bar somewhere. Middle of the night, them calling to ask one question. It’s true, isn’t it? they’ll say. It did happen, didn’t it? Back in 1958, it really happened to us? And we’ll sit there on the edge of the bed, middle of the night, saying, Sure, boy, sure, it really happened, to us, in 1958. And they’ll say, Thanks, and we’ll say, Don’t mention it, any old time. And we’ll all say good night. And maybe they won’t call again for a couple of years.”

The two men sat on their front-porch steps in the dark.

“Tom?”

“What?”

Chico waited a moment.

“You’re not going away.”

It was not a question but a quiet statement.

Tom thought about it, his cigarette dead in his fingers. And he knew he would never go away now. For tomorrow and the day after and the day after the day after that, he knew he would walk down and go swimming there in all the green lace and the white fires and the dark caverns in the hollows under the waves. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.

“That’s right, Chico. I’m staying here.”

Now the silver looking-glasses advanced in a crumpling line all along the coast from a thousand miles north to a thousand miles south. The mirrors did not reflect so much as one building or one tree or one highway or one car or even one man himself. The mirrors reflected only the quiet moon and then shattered into a billion bits of glass that spread out in a glaze on the shore. Then the sea was dark awhile, preparing another line of mirrors to rear up and surprise the two men who sat there for a long time, never once blinking their eyes, waiting.

 
Annotation




 
The Smiling People
IT was the sensation of silence that was the most notable aspect of the house. As Mr. Greppin came through the front door the oiled silence of the door opening and swinging close behind him was like an opening and shutting dream, a thing accomplished on rubber pads, bathed in lubricant, slow and unmaterialistic. The double carpet in the hall, which he himself had so recently laid, gave off no sound from his movements. And when the wind shook the house late of nights there was not a rattle of eave or tremor of loose sash. He had, himself, checked the storm windows. The screen doors were securely hooked with bright new, firm hooks, and the furnace did not knock but sent a silent whisper of warm wind up the throats of the heating system that sighed ever so quietly, moving the cuffs of his trousers as he stood, now, warming himself from the bitter afternoon.
    Weighing the silence with the remarkable instruments of pitch and balance in his small ears, he nodded with satisfaction that the silence was so unified and finished. Because therehadbeen nights when rats had walked between wall-layers and it had taken baited traps and poisoned food before the walls were mute. Even the grandfather clock had been stilled, its brass pendulum hung frozen and gleaming in its long cedar, glass-fronted coffin.
   Theywere waiting for him in the dining-room.
    He listened. They made no sound. Good. Excellent, in fact. They had learned, then, to be silent. You had to teach people, but it was worth while — there was not a stir of knife or fork from the dining-table. He worked off his thick grey gloves, hung up his cold armour of overcoat and stood there with an expression of urgency and indecisiveness. . . thinking of what had to be done.
    Mr. Greppin proceeded with familiar certainty and economy of motion into the dining-room, where the four individuals seated at the waiting table did not move or speak a word. The only sound was the merest allowable pad of his shoes on the deep carpet.
    His eyes, as usual, instinctively fastened upon the lady heading the table. Passing, he waved a finger near her cheek. She did not blink.
    Aunt Rose sat firmly at the head of the table, and if a mote of dust floated lightly down out of the ceiling spaces, did her eye trace its orbit? Did the eye revolve in its shellacked socket, with glassy cold precision? And if the dust mote happened upon the shell of her wet eye did the eye batten? Did the muscles clinch, the lashes close?
    No.
    Aunt Rose's hand lay on the table like cutlery, rare and fine and old; tarnished. Her bosom was hidden in a salad of fluffy linen. The breasts had not been exhumed for years; either for love or child-sucking. They were mummies wrapped in cerements and put away for all time. Beneath the table her stick legs in high button shoes went up into a sexless pipe of dress. You felt that the legs terminated at the skirt line and from there on she was a department store dummy, all wax and nothingness. You felt that her husband, years ago, must have handled her in just such a way as one handled window mannequins, and she responded with the same chill waxen movements, with as much enthusiasm and response as a mannequin; and the husband, beaten off with no blows and no words, had turned over under the bedding and lain trembling with a feeding passion for many nights and then, finally, silently, taken to evening walks and little places across town, beyond the ravine, where a pink curtained window glowed with fresher electricity and a young lady answered when he tapped the bell.
    So here was Aunt Rose, staring straight at Mr. Greppin, and — he choked out a laugh and clapped hands derisively shut — there were the first hints of a dust moustache gathering across her upper lip!
    'Good evening, Aunt Rose,' he said, bowing. 'Good evening, Uncle Dimity,' he said, graciously. 'No, not aword,' he held up his hand. 'Not a word from any of you.' He bowed again. 'Ah, good evening, cousin Lila, and you, cousin Lester.'
    Lila sat upon the left, her hair like golden shavings from a tube of lathed brass. Lester, opposite her, told all directions withhishair. They were both young, he fourteen, she sixteen. Uncle Dimity, their father (but 'father' was a nasty word!) sat next to Lila, placed in this secondary niche long long ago because Aunt Rose said the window draught might get his neck if he sat at the head of the table. Ah, Aunt Rose!
    Mr. Greppin drew the chair under his tight-clothed little rump and put a casual elbow to the linen.
    'I've something to say,' he said. 'It's very important. This has gone on for weeks now. It can't go any further. I'm in love. Oh, but I told you that long ago. On the day I made you all smile. Remember?'
    The eyes of the four seated people did not blink, the hands did not move.
    Greppin became introspective. The day he had made them smile. Two weeks ago it was. He had come home, walked in, looked at them and said, 'I'm to be married!'
    They had all whirled with expressions as if someone had just smashed the window.
    'You're to bewhat!' cried Aunt Rose.
    'To Alice Jane Bellerd!' he had said, stiffening somewhat.
    'Congratulations,' said Uncle Dimity. 'Iguess,' he added, looking at his wife. He cleared his throat. 'But isn't it a little early, son?' He looked at his wife again. 'Yes. Yes, I think itisa little early. I wouldn't advise it yet, not just yet, no.'
    'The house is in a terrible way,' said Aunt Rose. 'We won't have it fixed for a year yet.'
    'That's what you said last year and the year before,' said Mr. Greppin. 'And anyway,' he said, bluntly, 'this ismyhouse.'
    Aunt Rose's jaw had clamped at that. 'After all these years, for us to be bodily thrown out, why I — '
    'You won't be thrown out, don't be idiotic!' said Greppin, furiously.
    'Now, Rose — ' said Uncle Dimity in a pale tone.
    Aunt Rose dropped her hands. 'After all I've done — '
    In that instant Greppin had known they wouldhaveto go, all of them. First he would make them silent, then he would make them smile, then, later, he would move them out like luggage. He couldn't bring Alice Jane into a house full of grims such as these, where Aunt Rose followed wherever you went even when she wasn't following you, and the children performed indignities upon you at a glance from their maternal parent, and the father, no better than a third child, carefully rearranged his advice to you on being a bachelor. Greppin stared at them. It was their fault that his loving and living was all wrong. If he did something about them — then his warm, luminous dreams of soft bodies glowing with an anxious perspiration of love might become tangible and near. Then he would have the house for himself and — and Alice Jane. Yes, Alice Jane.
    Aunt, Uncle and cousins would have to go. Quickly. If he told them to go, as he had often done, twenty years might pass as Aunt Rose gathered sun-bleached sachets and Edison phonographs. Long before then, Alice Jane herself would be moved and gone.
    Greppin looked at them as he picked up the carving-knife.
    Greppin's head snapped with tiredness. He flicked his eyes open. Eh? Oh, he had been drowsing, thinking.
    Allthathad occurred two weeks ago. Two weeks ago this very night that conversation about marriage, moving, Alice Jane, had come about. Two weeks ago it had been. Two weeks ago he had made them smile.
    Now, recovering from his reverie, he smiled around at the silent and motionless figures. They smiled back in a peculiarly pleasing fashion.
    'I hate you. You are an old bitch,' he said to Aunt Rose, directly. 'Two weeks ago I wouldn't have dared to say that. Tonight, ah, well — ' He lazed his voice, turning. 'Uncle Dimity, letmegiveyoua little advice, old man — '
    He talked small talk, picked up a spoon, pretended to eat peaches from an empty dish. He had already eaten downtown in a restaurant, pork, potatoes, pie, coffee. But now he made dessert-eating motions because he enjoyed this little act. He made as if he were chewing.
    'So — tonight you're finally, once and for all, moving out. I've waited two weeks, thinking it all over. In a way, I guess I've kept you here this long because I wanted to keep an eye on you. Once you're gone, I can't be sure — ' And here his eyes gleamed with fear. 'You might come prowling around, making noises at night, and I couldn't stand that. I can't ever have noises in this house, not even when Alice moves in. . .'
    The double carpet was thick and soundless underfoot, reassuring.
    'Alice wants to move in day after tomorrow. We're getting married.'
    Aunt Rose winked evilly, doubtfully at him.
    'Ah!' he cried, leaping up. Then, staring, he sank down, mouth convulsing. He released the tension in him, laughing. 'Oh, I see. It was a fly.' He watched the fly crawl with slow precision on the ivory cheek of Aunt Rose and dart away. Why did it have to pick that instant to make her eye appear to blink, to doubt? 'Do you doubt I ever will marry, Aunt Rose? Do you think me incapable of marriage, of love and love's duties? Do you think me immature, unable to cope with a woman and her methods? Do you think me a child, only day dreaming? Well!' He calmed himself with an effort, shaking his head. 'Man, man,' he argued to himself, 'it was only a fly. And does a fly make doubt of love, or did you make it into a fly and a wink? Damn it!' He pointed at the four of them. 'I'm going to fix the furnace hotter. In an hour I'll be moving you out of the house once and for all. You comprehend? Good. I see you do.'
    Outside, it began to rain, a cold nuzzling downpour that drenched the house. A look of irritation came to Greppin's face. The rain sound was one thing he couldn't stop, the one thing that couldn't be helped. No way to buy new hinges or lubricants or hooks for that. You might tent the housetop with lengths of cloth to soften the sound, mightn't you? That'd be going a bit far. No. No way of preventing the rain sounds.
    He wanted silence now, where he had never wanted it in his life so much. Each sound was a fear. So each sound had to be muffled, gotten to and eliminated.
    The drum of rain was like the knuckles of an impatient man on a surface. He lapsed again into remembering.
    He recalled the rest of it. The rest of that hour on that day two weeks ago when he had made them smile. . .
    He had taken up the carving-knife, prepared to cut the bird upon the table. As usual, the family had been gathered, all wearing their solemn, puritanical masks. If the children smiled the smiles were stepped on like nasty bugs by Aunt Rose.
    Aunt Rose criticized the angle of Greppin's elbows as he cut the bird. The knife, she made him understand also, was not sharp enough. Oh yes, the sharpness of the knife. At this point in his memory he stopped, roll-tilted his eyes, and laughed. Dutifully, then, he had crisped the knife on the sharpening rod, and again set upon the fowl. He had severed away much of it in some minutes before he slowly looked up at their solemn, critical faces, like puddings with agate eyes, and after staring at them a moment, as if discovered with a naked woman instead of a naked-limbed partridge, he lifted the knife and yelled hoarsely, 'Why in God's name can't you,anyof you, ever smile? I'llmakeyou smile!'
    He raised the knife a number of times like a magician's wand.
    And, in a short interval — behold!allof them smiled!
    He broke that memory in half, crumpled it, balled it, tossed it down. Rising briskly, he went to the hall, down the hall to the kitchen, and from there down the dim stairs into the cellar where he opened the furnace door and built the fire steadily and expertly into wonderful flame.
    Walking upstairs again he looked about. He'd have cleaners come and clean the empty house, re-decorators pull down the dull drapes and hoist new shimmery banners up. New thick Oriental rugs purchased for the floors would subtly ensure the silence he desired and would need at least for the next month, if not for the entire year.
    He put his hands to his ears. What if Alice Jane made noise moving about the house? Some noise, somehow, some place!
    Then, he laughed. It was quite a joke. That problem was already solved. He need fear no noise from Alice. It was all absurdly simple. He would have all the pleasure of Alice Jane and none of the dream-destroying distractions and uncomfortables.
    There was one other addition needed to the quality of silence. Upon the tops of the doors that the wind sucked shut with a bang at frequent intervals he would install modern air-compression brakes, those kind they have on library doors that hiss gently as their levers seal.
    He passed through the dining-room. The figures had not moved from their tableau. Their hands remained affixed in familiar positions, and their indifference to him was not impoliteness.
    He climbed the hall stairs to change his clothing, preparatory to the task of moving the family. Taking the links from his fine cuffs he swung his head to one side.
    Music.
    First, he paid it no mind. Then, slowly, his face lifting to the ceiling, the colour drained from his cheeks.
    At the very apex of the house the music sounded, note by note, tone following tone, and it terrified him.
    Each tone came like a plucking of one single harp thread. In the complete silence the small sound of it was made larger until it grew out of proportion to itself, gone mad with all this soundlessness to stretch about in.
    The door opened in an explosion from his hands, the next thing his feet were trying the stairs to the third level of the house, the banister twisted in a long polished snake under his tightening, relaxing, sliding, reaching-up, pulling hands! The steps went under to be replaced by longer, higher, darker steps. He had started the game at the bottom with a slow stumbling. Now he was running with full impetus and if a wall had suddenly confronted him he'd not have stopped for it until he saw blood on it and fingernail scratches where he tried to pass through.
    He felt like a mouse running in a great clear space of a bell. High in the bell sphere the one harp thread hummed. It drew him on, caught him up with an umbilical of sound, gave his fear sustenance and life, mothered him. Fears passed between mother and groping child. He sought to shear away the connection with his hands, could not. He fell, as if someone'd given a heave on the cord, wriggling.
    Another clear threaded tone. Andanother.
    'No, keep quiet!' he shouted. 'There can't be noise inmyhouse. Not since two weeks ago. I said there'd be no more noise. So there can't be — it's impossible! Keep quiet!'
    He burst upwards into the attic.
    Relief can be hysteria.
    Rain-drops, falling from a vent in the roof, struck shattering upon a tall cut-glass Swedish flower vase, with resonant tone.
    He destroyed the vase with one violent kick.
    Putting on an old shirt and old pair of pants in his room, he chuckled. The music was gone, the vent plugged, the vase in a thousand pieces, the silence again ensured.
    There are silences and silences. Each with its own identity. There were summer night silences, which weren't silences at all, but layer on layer of insect chorals and the sound of electric lamps swaying in lonely small orbits on lonely country roads, casting out feeble rings of illumination upon which the night fed — summer night silence which, to be a silence, demanded an indolence and a neglect and an indifference upon the part of the listener. Not a silence at all! And there was a winter silence, but it was an encoffined silence, ready to burst free at the first nod of spring; things had a compressed, a not-for-long feel, the silence made a sound unto itself, the freezing was so complete it made chimes of everything or detonations of a single breath or word you spoke at midnight on the diamond air. No, it was not a silence worthy of the name. There were also other silences. For instance — a silence between two lovers, when there need be no words. Colour came in his cheeks, he shut his eyes. It was a most pleasant silence, even if not complete, because women were always spoiling it by complaining of some little pressure or lack of pressure. He smiled. But with Alice Jane eventhatwas eliminated. He had seen to everything.Everythingwas perfect.
    Whispering.
    He hoped the neighbours hadn't heard him shrieking like a fool.
    A faint whispering.
    Now, about silences. . . The best silence was one conceived in every aspect by an individual, himself, so that there could be no bursting of crystal bonds, no electric-insect hummings; the human mind could cope with each sound, each emergency, until such a complete silence was achieved that one could hear one's cells adjust in one's hand.
    A whispering.
    He shook his head. There was no whispering. There could be none inhishouse. Sweat began to seep down his body, his jaw loosened, his eyes were turned free in their sockets.
    Whisperings. Low rumours of talk.
    'I tell you I'm getting married,' he said, weakly, loosely.
    'You're lying,' said the whispers.
    His head fell forward on its neck as if hung, chin on chest.
    'Her name is Alice Jane — ' he mouthed it between soft, wet lips and the words were formless. One of his eyes began to jitter its lid up and down as if blinking out a code to some unseen guest. 'You can't stop me from loving her. I love her — '
    Whispering.
    He took a blind step forward.
    The cuff of his pants leg quivered as he reached the floor grille of the ventilator. A hot rise of air hollowed his cuffs. Whispering.
    The furnace.
    He was on his way downstairs when someone knocked on the front door.
    He leaned against it. 'Who is it?'
    'Mr. Greppin?'
    Greppin drew in his breath. 'Yes?'
    'Will you let us in, please?'
    'Who is it?'
    'The police,' said the man outside.
    'What do you want? I'm just sitting down to supper!'
    'Just want a talk with you. The neighbours phoned. Said they hadn't seen your aunt and uncle for two weeks. Heard a noise a while ago — '
    'I assure you everything is all right.' He forced a laugh.
    'Well, then,' continued the voice outside, 'we can talk it over in friendly style if you'll only open the door.'
    'I'm sorry,' insisted Greppin. 'I'm tired and hungry, come back tomorrow. I'll talk to you then, if you want.'
    'I'll have toinsist, Mr. Greppin.'
    They began to beat against the door.
    Grippin turned automatically, stiffly, walked down the hall past the cold clock, into the dining-room, without a word. He seated himself without looking at any one in particular and then he began to talk, slowly at first, then more rapidly.
    'Some pests at the door. You'll talk to them, won't you, Aunt Rose? You'll tell them to go away, won't you, we're eating supper? Everyone else go on eating and look pleasant and they'll go away, if they do come in. Aunt Rose, youwilltalk to them, won't you? And now that things are happening I have something to tell you.' A few hot tears fell for no reason. He looked at them as they soaked and spread in the white linen, vanishing. 'I don't know anyone named Alice Jane Bellerd. Ineverknew anyone named Alice Jane Bellerd! It was all — all — I don't know. I said I loved her and wanted to marry her to get around somehow to make you smile. Yes, I said it because I planned to make you smile, that was the only reason. I'm never going to have a woman, I always knew for years I never would have. Will you please pass the potatoes, Aunt Rose?'
    The front door splintered and fell. A heavy, softened rushing filled the hall. Men broke into the dining-room.
    A hesitation.
    The police inspector hastily removed his hat.
    'Oh, I beg your pardon,' he apologized. 'I didn't mean to intrude upon your supper, I — '
    The sudden halting of the police was such that their movement shook the room. The movement catapulted the bodies of Aunt Rose and Uncle Dimity straight away to the carpet, where they lay, their throats severed in a half-moon from ear to ear — which caused them, like the children seated at the table, to have what was the horrid illusion of a smile under their chins; ragged smiles that welcomed in the late arrivals and told them everything with a simple grimace. . .
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Someone in the Rain
Everything was almost the same. Now that the luggage was brought into the echoing damp cottage, with the raindrops still shining on it, and he had drawn the canvas over the car which was still warm and smelling of the drive two hundred miles north into Wisconsin from Chicago, he had time to think. First of all, he had been very lucky to get this same cabin, the one he and his brother Skip and his folks had rented twenty years ago, in 1927. It sounded just the same, there was the empty echo of your voice and your feet. Now, for some unaccountable reason, he was walking about barefoot, because it felt good, perhaps. He closed his eyes as he sat on the bed and listened to the rain on the thin roof. You had to take a lot of things into account. First of all, the trees were larger. You looked out of your streaming car window in the rain and you saw the Lake Lawn sign looming up and something was different and it was only now, as he heard the wind outside, that he realized what the real change was. The trees, of course. Twenty years of growing lush and high. The grass, too; if you wanted to get particular, it was the same grass, perhaps, he had lain in that long time ago, after the jump in the lake, his swimsuit still cold around his loins and around his thin small chest. He wondered, idly, if the latrine still smelled the way it did: of brass and disinfectant and old shuffling fumbling men and soap.
The rain stopped. It tapped occasionally on the house from the washing trees above, and the sky was the color and had the feel and expectancy of gunpowder. Now and again it cracked down the middle, all light; and then the crack was mended.
Linda was over in the ladies' rest room, which was just a run between the bushes and the trees and the small white cottages, a run through puddles now, he supposed, and bushes that shook like startled dogs when you passed, showering you with a fresh burst of cool and odorous rain. It was good that she was gone for awhile. He wanted to look for certain things. First there was the initial he had carved on the windowsill fifteen years ago on their last trip up for the late summer of 1932. It was a thing he would never have done with anyone about, but now, alone, he walked to the window and ran his hand over the surface. It was perfectly smooth.
Well then, he thought, it must have been another window. No. It was this room. And this cottage, no doubt of it. He felt a sudden resentment at the carpenter who had come in here some time ago and smoothed and sandpapered surfaces and taken away the immortality he had promised himself that rainy night when, locked into the house by the storm, he had busied himself with the careful initialing. Then he had said to himself, People will come by, years from now, and see this.
He rubbed his hand on the empty sill.
Linda arrived through the front door. "Oh, what a place," she cried, and she was almost soaked, her blonde hair was full of rain, and her face was wet. She looked at him with half an accusation. "So this is Wonderland. When did they build it? You'd think each house would have a toilet, but oh no! It's just a stone's throw to the toilet, where I spent two minutes trying to find the light switch, and five minutes after that batting off a big moth while I tried to wash up!"
A large moth. He straightened up and smiled. "Here." He gave her a towel. "Dry off. You'll be all right."
"I ran into a bush, look at my dress, drenched. God." She submerged into the towel, talking.
"I've got to go over to the men's room myself," he said, looking out the door, smiling at a thing that had come into his mind. "I'll be back."
"If you're not back in ten minutes, I'll send the Coast Guard—"
The door banged.
He walked very slowly, taking deep breaths. He just let the rain fall on him and he felt the wind tugging at the cuffs of his pants. That cottage there was where Marion, his cousin, had stayed with her mother and father. God, how many nights had they crept off to the woods and sat on damp grass to tell ghost stories while looking at the lake. And get so scared that Marion would want to hold hands and then maybe kiss, just those small innocent kisses of ten- and eleven-year-old cousins, only touches, only gestures against loneliness. He could smell her now, Marion, the way she was before the nicotine got to her and the bottled perfumes got to her. She hadn't been his cousin, really now, for ten years or so, never really, since growing up. The really natural creature had been back here somewhere. Oh, Marion was mature now, and so was he to a certain degree. But all the same, the smell of maturity wasn't quite as pleasant.
He reached the men's washroom, and Christ, it wasn't changed a bit.
The moth was waiting for him.
It was a big soft fluttery white ghost of a moth, batting and whispering against the single filament bulb. It had been there twenty years, sighing and beating in the moist night air of the rest room, waiting for him to come back. He remembered his first encounter with it. He had been only eight and the moth had come at him like a powdery phantom, dusting down its horrible wings, screaming silently at him.
He had run, shrieking, out of the latrine, across the dark August grass, into his cottage. And, rather than go back to the latrine, he watered himself free of his bursting pain behind the cottage. After that, he had been sure to go to the toilet many times during the day, so he would not have to go back to the latrine to face the powdering terror.
Now he looked at the Moth.
"Hello," he said. "Been waiting long?"
It was a silly thing to say, but it was good being silly. He didn't like the look on Linda's face. He knew that the more excuses he could make in the next day or so to be out of her sight, the better for himself. He would save money on cigarettes by not being too near her. He would be very solicitous. "What if I run up for a bottle of whiskey, darling?" "Darling, I'm going down to the boat dock to pick up some bait." "Darling, Sam wants me to golf this afternoon." Linda didn't keep well in this kind of weather. There was something a little sour about her already.
The moth beat gently at his face. "You're pretty damned big," he said, suddenly feeling a return of the cool chill to his spine, where it had used to be. He hadn't been afraid in years, now he let himself be just a little, enjoyably, afraid of the white, whispering moth. It tinkled against the light bulb. He washed up, and for the hell of it looked into a booth to see if there was some of that mysterious writing he had once read as a boy. Magic words then, incomprehensible, strange. Now—nothing. "I know what you mean, now," he said. "Words. Limericks. All the magic gone."
Somehow, he caught himself in the mirror, the blurred,fuzzymirror, and his face was disappointed. All the words had not turned out to be half as grand as he had conjured them to seem. Once they had been golden pronouncements of mystery. Now they were vulgar, short, shocks against accumulated taste.
He lingered to finish out a cigarette, not wanting quite yet to return to Linda.
When he entered the cottage, Linda looked at his shirt.
"That's your good shirt, and why didn't you put on your coat, it's all wet."
"I'll be all right," he said.
"You'll catch cold," she said. She was unpacking some things on the bed. "Boy, the bed's hard," she said.
"I used to sleep the sleep of the innocent on it," he said.
"Frankly," she said, "I'm getting old. When they put out a bed made of whipped cream, I'm bait."
"Lie down for awhile," he suggested. "We've got three hours before dinner—"
"How long will this rain go on?" she said.
"I don't know, probably just today, and then tomorrow, everything green. Boy, does it smell good after a rain."
But he was lying. Sometimes it rained for a week. And he hadn't minded it. He had run down to the gray choppy lake in the needling rain, while the sky over him, like a great gray crock overturned and storming, from time to time took on a crackle glaze of electric blue. Then the thunder knocked him off his feet. And he had swum in the lake, his head out, the lake feeling warm and comfortable, just because the air was filled with cold needles and he looked out at the pavilion where people danced nights, and the hotels with the warm long dim corridors hushed and quiet with running porters, and he looked at the cottage under the August thunder, him in the lake, paddling dog-fashion, the air like winter above. And he never wanted to come out of the lake, he wanted only to remain suspended in the warm water, until he turned purple with enjoyment.
Linda lay down on the bed. "God, what a mattress," she said.
He lay down beside her, not touching her.
The rain started again, gently, upon the cottage. It was as dark as night, but a very special feeling, because you knew it was four in the afternoon, though black, and the sun was above all the blackness, oh, very special.
 
At six o'clock, Linda painted a fresh mouth on. "Well, I hope the food's good," she said. It was still raining, a thumping, pounding, never-ending drop of storm upon the house. "What do we do this evening?" she wanted to know.
"Dance? There's a pavilion, cost a million dollars, built in 1929 just before the crash," he said, tying his tie. And again he was out of the room, in thought, and under the raining trees, eighteen years ago. Him and Marion and Skip, running in their rustling slickers, making a noise like cellophane, with the rain patting them all over, their faces greased with it, past the playground and the slides, along the posted road, and to the pavilion. Children were not allowed inside. They had stood outside with their faces pressed to the screen, watching the people inside, buying drinks, laughing, sitting at the tables, getting up and going out to dance on the dance floor to music that was muted and enclosed. Marion had stood there, enchanted, the light on her face. "Someday," she had said, "I'm going to be inside, and dance."
They had stood, with the rain touching around them, in the dark wet night, the rain dripping from the eaves of the pavilion. And the music had played "I Found My Love in Avalon" and things like "In Old Monterrey."
Then, after half an hour of the rain seeping into their shoes, and their noses chilling, and rain slipping into their raincoat collars, they had turned from the warm pavilion light and walked off, silently, the music fading, down the road back to their cabins.
Someone knocked on the front door. "Sam!" called a voice.
"Hey, you two! Ready? Time for dinner!"
They let Sam in. '"How do we get up to the hotel?" asked Linda. "Walk?" She looked at the rain outside the door.
"Why not," said her husband. "It'd be fun. God, we never do anything anymore, you know what I mean, we never walk anywhere, if we have to go anyplace past a block we get in the car. Hell, let's put on our raincoats and march up, eh, Sam?"
"Okay with me, how about you, Linda?" cried Sam.
"Oh, walk?" she complained. "All that way? And in this rain?"
"Come off it," the husband said. "What's a little rain."
"All right," she said.
There was a rustling as they got into raincoats. He laughed a lot and whacked her on the backside and helped her buckle it up tight. "I smell like a rubber walrus," she said. And then they were out in the lane of green trees, slipping on the squelching grass, in the lane, sinking their rubbered feet into sludge mud furrows where cars came splashing by, whining in the thick wet dark.
"Oh, boy, this is swell!" he shouted.
"Not so fast," she said.
The wind blew, bending the trees, and by the look of it, it would last a week. The hotel was up the hill and they walked now, with less laughing, though he tried starting it again. It was after Linda slipped and fell that nobody said a thing, though Sam, when helping her up, tried to make a joke.
"If nobody minds, I'm hitching a ride," she said.
"Oh, be a sport," he said.
She thumbed the next car going up the hill. When the car stopped, the man in it shouted, "You all want a ride to the hotel?" But he walked on without saying a word, so Sam had to follow.
"That wasn't polite," said Sam.
Lightning stood on the sky, like a naked and newborn tree.
 
Supper was warm, but not of much taste, the coffee was thin and unpalatable and there were not many people in the dining room. It had that end-of-the-season feel, as if everybody had taken their clothes out of storage for the last time, tomorrow the world was ending, the lights would go out, and it was no use trying too hard to please anybody. The lights seemed dim, there was too much forced talk and bad cigar smoke.
"My feet are soaked," said Linda.
They went down to the pavilion at eight o'clock, and it was big and empty and echoing, with an empty bandstand, which filled slowly until at nine o'clock there were a lot of people seated at the tables, and the orchestra, a nine-piece band (hadn't it been a twenty-piece band in 1929, wondered the husband), broke into a medley of old tunes.
His cigarettes tasted damp, his suit was moist, his shoes were sopping, but he said nothing. When the orchestra played its third number, he asked Linda out on the floor. There were about seven couples out there, in the rainbow changing lights, in the vast echoing emptiness. His socks squeaked water as he walked, they were very cold.
He held Linda and they danced to "I Found My Love in Avalon," just because he had telephoned earlier to have it played. They moved quietly around the floor, not speaking.
"My feet are soaking wet," said Linda, finally.
He held on to her and kept moving. The place was dim and dark and cool and the windows were washed with fresh rain still pouring.
"After this dance," said Linda, "we'll go to the cabin."
He didn't say yes or no.
He looked across the shining floor, to the empty tables, with a few couples spotted here and there, beyond them, to the watery windows. As he moved Linda across the floor, nearer to the window, he squinted, and there they were.
Outside the window, a few child faces, peering in. One or two. Perhaps three. The light on their faces. The light shining in their eyes. Just for a minute or so.
He said something.
"What'd you say?" asked Linda.
"I said I wish I were outside the window now, looking in," he said. She looked at him. The music was ending. When he looked at the window again, the faces were gone.
Annotation




 
 
The Square Pegs
Lisabeth stopped screaming because she was tired. Also, there was this room to consider. There was a vast vibration, like being plunged about in the loud interior of a bell. The room was filled with sighs and murmurs of travel. She was in a rocket. Suddenly she recalled the explosion, the plummeting, the Moon riding by in cool space, the Earth gone. Lisabeth turned to a round window deep and blue as a mountain well. It was filled to its brim with evil swift life, movement, vast space monsters lurking with fiery arms, hurrying to some unscheduled destruction. A meteor school flashed by, blinking insane dot-dash codes. She put her hand out after them.
Then she heard the voices. Sighing, whispering voices.
Quietly, she moved to an iron barred door and peered without a sound through the little window of the locked frame.
‘Lisabeth’s stopped screaming,’ a tired woman’s voice said. It was Helen.
‘Thank heaven,’ a man’s voice sighed. ‘I’ll be raving myself before we reach Asteroid Thirty-six.’
A second woman’s voice said, irritably, ‘Are you sure this will work? Is it thebestthing for Lisabeth?’
‘She’ll be better off than she was on Earth,’ cried the man.
‘We might have asked her if she wanted totakethis trip, at least, John.’
John swore. ‘You can’t ask an insane sister what she wants!’
‘Insane? Don’t use that word!’
‘Insane she is,’ John said, bluntly. ‘For honesty’s sake, call a spade a spade. There was no question of asking her to come on this trip. We simply had tomakeher do it, that’s all.’
Listening to them talk, Lisabeth’s white fingers trembled on the caged room wall. They were like voices from some warm dream, far away, on a telephone, talking in another language.
‘The sooner we get her there and settled on Asteroid Thirty-six, the sooner I can get back to New York,’ the man was saying in this incomprehensible telephone talk she was eavesdropping on. ‘After all, when you have a woman thinking she’s Catherine the Great—’
‘I am, I am, I am!’ screamed Lisabeth out of her window into their midst. ‘I am Catherine!’ It was as if she had shot a lightning bolt into the room. The three people almost flew apart. Now Lisabeth raved and cried and clung drunkenly to the cell bars and shouted out her belief in herself. ‘I am, oh, I am!’ she sobbed.
‘Good heavens,’ said Alice.
‘Oh, Lisabeth!’
The man, with a look of startled concern, came to the window and looked in with the false understanding of a person looking down upon a wounded rabbit. ‘Lisabeth we’re sorry. We understand. YouareCatherine, Lisabeth.’
‘Then call me Catherine!’ screamed the wild thing in the room.
‘Of course, Catherine,’ insisted the man, swiftly. ‘Catherine, your Highness, we await your commands.’
This only made the pale thing writhing against the door the wilder. ‘You don’t believe, you don’t really believe. I can tell by your awful faces, I can tell by your eyes and your mouths. Oh, you don’t really believe. I want to kill you!’ She blazed her hatred out at them so the man fell away from the door. ‘You’re lying, and I know it’s a lie. But IamCatherine and you’ll never in all your years understand!’
‘No,’ said the man, turning. He went and sat down and put his hands to his face. ‘I guess we don’t understand.’
‘Good grief,’ said Alice.
Lisabeth slipped to the red velvet floor and lay there, sobbing away her great unhappiness. The room moved on in space, the voices outside the room murmured and argued and talked on and on through the next half hour.
They placed a food tray inside her door an hour later. It was a simple tray with simple bowls of cereal and milk and hot buns on it. Lisabeth did not move from where she lay. There was one regal thing in the room – this red velvet on which she sprawled in silent rebellion. She would not eat their nasty food for it was most probably poisoned. And it did not come in monogrammed dishes with monogrammed napkins on a regally monogrammed tray for Catherine, Empress of All the Russias! Therefore she would not eat.
‘Catherine! Eat your food, Catherine.’
Lisabeth said nothing. They could go on insisting. She wanted only to die now. Nobody understood. There was an evil plan to oust her from her throne. These dark, wicked people were part of the plan.
The voices murmured again.
‘I have important business in New York, too, just as important as yours. Alice,’ said the man. ‘The Amusement Park for one; those rides have to be installed next week, and the gambling equipment I bought in Reno, that has to be shipped East by next Saturday. If I’m not there to do it, who’ll attend to the job?’
Murmur, murmur, dream soft, listen, far away voices.
Alice said, ‘Here it is autumn and the big fashion show tomorrow and here I am going off in space to some ridiculous planet for heaven knows what reason. I don’t see why one of us couldn’t have committed her.’
‘We’re her brother and sisters, that’s why,’ the man snapped.
‘Well, now that we’re talking about it, I don’t understand it all. About Lisabeth and where we’re taking her. Whatisthis Asteroid Thirty-six?’
‘A civilization.’
‘It’s an insane asylum, I thought.’
‘Nonsense, it’s not.’ He struck a cigarette into fire, puffing. ‘We discovered, a century ago, that the asteroids were inhabited, inside. They’re really a series of small planets, inside of which people breathe and walk around.’
‘And they’ll cure Lisabeth?’
‘No, they won’t cure her at all.’
‘Then, why are we taking her there?’ Helen was mixing a drink with a brisk shaking of her hands, the ice rattling in the container. She poured and drank. ‘Why?’
‘Because she will be happy there, because it will be the environment for her.’
‘Won’t she ever come back to Earth?’
‘Never.’
‘But how silly. I thought she’d be cured and come home.’
He crushed out one cigarette, snapped another into light, smoked it hungrily, lines under his eyes, his hands trembling.
‘Don’t ask questions. I’ve got some radioing to do back to New York.’ He walked across the cabin and fussed with some equipment. There was a buzzing and a bell sound. He shouted, ‘Hello, New York! Hang it. Get me through to Sam Norman on Eighth Avenue, Apartment C.’ He waited. Finally. ‘Hello, Sam. My, but that was a slow connection. Look, Sam, about that equipment –Whatequipment? The gambling equipment, where’s your brain!’
‘While you have the contact through to Earth—’ said Helen.
‘What? Sam – What?’ He turned to glare at Helen.
‘While you’ve the contact through,’ said Helen, holding his elbow urgently, ‘let me call my beauty operator, I want an appointment for Monday. My hair’s a mess.’
‘I’m trying to talk to Sam Norman,’ John objected. To Sam he said: ‘What did you say?’ To Helen: ‘Go away.’
‘But I want to talk—’
‘You can when I’m finished!’ He talked with Sam for five minutes, very loud, and then hung up.
‘Oh.’ Helen gasped.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, tiredly. ‘Call Earth back yourself and get your fool hairdresser.’ He lighted another cigarette while she dialed and called into the speaker.
He looked at Alice who was emptying her fourth cocktail glass. ‘Alice, you know, Lisabeth’s not really insane.’
Helen, who was calling Earth, said‘Shh!’then turned to her brother blankly. ‘Not insane?’ To the space phone: ‘Hold on a minute, there.’ To her brother: ‘What do you mean, not insane?’
‘It’s relative. She is insane to us. She wants to be Catherine of Russia. That’s illogical, to us. To her it is logical in the extreme. We are now taking her to a planet where it will be logic itself.’
He got up, walked to the door and looked in at the lovely pale recumbent Catherine the Great. He put his hand to the bars, the cigarette tremoring out nervous smoke. He spoke quietly:
‘Some times, I envy her. I’ll envy her even more every hour. She’ll stay and be happy. And we? We’ll go back, back to New York, back to big roulettes and big dice.’ He looked at Helen. ‘Back to hairdressers and men.’ He looked at Alice, ‘Back to cocktails and straight gin.’
‘I don’t like insults,’ cried Alice.
‘I wasn’t insulting anybody,’ he replied.
‘Just a moment!’ said Helen. ‘New York?’
John sat wearily down. ‘Anyway, it’s all relative. These asteroids are amazing places; all kinds of cultures. Youknowthat.’
Lisabeth leaned against the cell door which swayed ever so quietly outward. It was unlocked. Her gaze dropped to the catch and her eyes widened. Escape. These talking fools, who didn’t understand, were trying to kill her. She might run out of the cell quickly, across the room and into the other little room, where there were all kinds of weird mechanisms. If she managed to reach that room, she could smash and tangle wires and boxes with her hands!
‘I don’t even know what insanity is,’ said Alice, far away.
‘It’s a rebellion. Against the mores or ethical setup in a society. That’s what it is,’ said the man.
Lisabeth opened the door slowly, gathering herself.
Helen was still on the phone, her back turned.
Lisabeth ran, laughing. The three people looked up and cried out as she darted by them. She was across the room and into the automatic pilot room in an instant, lightly. There was a hammer and she snatched it up, shouting against all of them, and crashed it down upon the wires and the mechanisms. There were explosions, dancing lights, the shuddering of the ship in space, a revolving, a flying free. The man rushed into the room as she hammered and rehammered the controls into dented masses of fusing metal!
‘Lisabeth!’ a woman screamed.
‘Lisabeth!’ The man struck at her, missed, then struck again. The hammer flew from her fingers. She collapsed into dizziness. In the darkness, in the pain, she felt him groping with the controls, trying to make amends.
He was babbling hysterically.
‘Ah! The control!’
Alice and Helen were swaying against the wildly rocking walls of the ship. Gravity suddenly went insane and shot them against the ceiling.
‘Down!’ cried the man. ‘Strap yourselves. We’re crashing! There’s a planetoid!’
A dark shape ran up onto the port of the ship, black and swift. The two women were sobbing hysterically, calling out to him to do something.
‘Shut up, shut up, and let me think!’ he cried. He did something with a control, the ship righted itself.
‘We’ll be killed, we’ll be killed!’ wailed the sisters. ‘No, no,’ he said, and before the planetoid loomed too close he threw his whole body against the one metal rod that was stuck and would not give. But it gave now, with a shudder of grating metal, as he fell forward.
The ship blacked out, something hit, struck, twisted, turning, shook them around. Lisabeth felt herself lifted, whirled, and brought down with stunning force upon the floor. That was all. She remembered no more.…
A voice was saying, ‘Where are we, where are we – where?’
Dimly, Lisabeth heard the voice. There was a smell of alien atmosphere. Words came in over a muffled phone: ‘Planetoid One-Oh-One. Planetoid One-Oh-One. Calling crashed shipEarth Two! Crash shipEarth Two! Can you give us a bearing on you? We’ll try to send a rescue craft along.’
‘Hello, hello, Planetoid One-Oh-One, Radio.’ Lisabeth opened her eyes. John and the two women were huddled about the radio set, working it in the dim light. Through the port she could see the bleak and cold asteroid plain.
‘You’d better try to get up from there,’ said the radio voice. ‘That’s bad territory you’re in.’
‘What does he mean?’ asked Alice, leaning down over the man.
‘This is killing land.’
‘Killing?’
‘Killers, from Earth. Insane killers. Brought here. Dropped off to spend the rest of their lives, killing. They’re happy that way.’
‘You’re – you’re joking.’
‘Oh,amI?’
The radio voice said. ‘We’ll run through as soon as possible. Don’t go outside, whatever you do. There’s an atmosphere, yes, but there’s likely to be some of the Inmates, too.’
Alice ran to the port. ‘John!’ She pointed down. ‘Down there! There are some men out there now!’
Helen seized John’s arm. ‘Get us out of here, get us out of here!’
‘They can’t hurt us. Let go of me, for Pete’s sake! They can’t get inside.’ John stood staring moodily out the port.
Lisabeth lay easily, luxuriating in the nearness of death. Outside the ship. Killing Land. Killers.Hermen, of course. Catherine of Russia’s bodyguard! Come to rescue her!
She arose. Silently she tiptoed across the room. The man and the two women still stared fascinated out the port. They did not hear her. What would it be like to go below, to open the air lock wide to the terrible killers outside? Wouldn’t that be fine? Let them in to kill, to destroy, to annihilate her captors! How wonderful, how simple.
Where was the air lock? Below somewhere. She was out of the room with no sound. She slipped through the lounge on the soft blue carpeting, came to the spiral ladder and descended it, smiling quietly to herself. She reached the lower deck. The air lock stood shining there.
She stabbed her hands at all kinds of red buttons, trying to find the one that yanked the lock open.
Above, she heard a frantic, surprised voice: ‘Where’s Lisabeth?’
‘Below!’ Feet began running. ‘Lisabeth!’
‘Quick!’ cried Lisabeth to her hands. ‘Quick!’
Click!A hiss. The air lock groaned open.
Behind her, on the ladder, John leaped down. ‘Lisabeth!’
The lock was open. The smell of an alien world came in.
The men who had been waiting outside rushed forward, silently. They filled the lock, ten, twelve of them! They were pale and thin and trembling.
Lisabeth smiled, jerking her hand at John and crying out to the alien men.
‘This man held me prisoner!’ she said. ‘Kill him!’
The alien men seemed stupefied. They stood. Their full eyes only gazed at Lisabeth and John.
‘No,’ one of them said, at last, as John waited for them to rush forward in the silent room. ‘No,’ the alien man said, dully. ‘We do not kill. We are the ones who are killed. We die. We wish to die. We do not care to live anymore, ever.’
There was a silence.
‘You heard what I said!’ cried Lisabeth.
‘No,’ the men replied. They stod, swaying in the silence.
John fell back against a wall, sighing. Then, after a time he began to laugh with exhausted moves of his body. ‘Ah-ha! I see. I see!’
The men blinked in bewilderment at him.
Lisabeth’s eyes flashed. She made a helpless gesture.
John recovered. He slapped his hands together and made a pushing motion, talking as a man does to a pack of dogs.
‘Go on, now,’ he said, quietly. ‘Get out.’ He waved to the men. ‘Go on,move!’
The men did not believe him at first and then, reluctantly, whimpering in their throats, they walked from the rocket. Several of them turned and pleaded with their eyes.
‘No,’ said John coldly. ‘Move out. We won’t have anything to do with you.’
He shut the air lock door on them.
Taking Lisabeth’s pale hand John said, ‘It didn’t work. Come along. Upstairs with you, scheming lady.’
‘What happened?’ Alice and Helen waited as he brought Lisabeth up the ladder.
‘They wanted to die,’ John said, smiling tiredly. ‘They weren’t Killers, but the Ones to Be Killed. I see it all now.’ He laughed sharply. ‘To make an insane killer happy, you have to provide him a culture where people like and approve of being killed. This is such a culture. Those men wanted to be shot.’
For a moment Helen stared at him. Then she said one word:
‘Wanted?’
‘Yes. I’ve read about it. They’re peculiar to this planetoid. After propagating, at the age of twenty-one, they have a death drive, just as many insects and fish do. To balance this drive, we bring in a bunch of insane murderers from Earth. In this culture, a killer becomes the norm, accepted, happy. Thus we transform insanity into sanity. Roughly, anyway. If youlikethat kind of sanity.’ He slapped his knee, went to the radio. ‘Hello, Planetoid One-Oh-One, Radio! A bit of trouble. All okay. We met the Ones Who Want to Die, rather than the Killers. Lucky, I’d say.’
‘Very,’ said the radio. ‘We’ve got your bearing. There should be a ship to you in an hour. Hold on.’
Helen was by the port, staring out. ‘Insane. Insane, all of them.’
‘To us, yes,’ said John. ‘To themselves no. Their culture is sane to itself and all inhabitants within it. That’s all that counts.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Take a man who wants eighty-nine wives. On Earth he goes insane because he can’t have them. He’s frustrated. Bring him out here to the asteroids, put him on a planet full of women where marriage in triplicate is okay, and he becomes the norm, becomes happy.’
‘Oh.’
‘On Earth we tend to try to fit square pegs in round holes. It doesn’t work. In the asteroids we’ve got a hole for every peg, no matter what shape. On Earth if pegs don’t fit we hammer them until they split. We can’t change our culture to fit them, that would be silly and inconvenient. But we can bring them out to the asteroids. There are cultures here, thousands of years old, convenient, preferable.’ He got up. ‘I need a drink. I feel terrible.’
The rescue ship arrived within the hour. It came down out of space and landed neatly on the asteroid plateau. ‘Hello there,’ the pilot said.
‘Hello yourself!’
They got aboard, Alice, John, Helen, and – Lisabeth.
Their ship was to be towed into a repair port and returned to them later, on Earth.
‘I want to call Chicago,’ said Helen, instantly, when they reached port.
John sighed. ‘We have us a close shave and all you want to do is call Chicago. William, again?’
‘Suppose it is?’ she snapped.
‘Nothing. Go ahead. I suppose they’ll let you use the space phone.’ He nodded at the captain of the rescue ship, who said, ‘Certainly. Right over here.’
Lisabeth did not move. They had taken her to a little room and locked her in once more. There would be no more mistakenly unlocked doors. It was all over. Now there was nothing.
‘Hello, Chicago. William? This is Helen!’ Laughter.
A pouring of drinks. ‘I,’ said Alice, ‘am going,’ she lifted the glass, ‘to,’ she went on, ‘get very drunk.’
The captain of the ship came in. ‘We’ll be landing on Thirty-six in about ten minutes. You’ve had bad luck.’
‘It’s all right now. A bit thick for me.’ John nodded at Helen cooing and stroking the phone, at Alice mixing a drink, and at Lisabeth standing, white and silent, in her little cell.
The captain raised his brows and nodded, wryly.
John lighted a cigarette and moved forward. ‘Suppose I thought I was Christ, captain? Would you take me to a planetoid where everybody thoughttheywere saviors of the world?’
‘Heavens, no.’ The captain laughed. ‘You’d kill each other off as “impostors.” No, we’d take you to a culture prepared to accept and take you in as theonlyworld savior.’
‘One that wouldlieto me, say they believed I was a savior?’
‘No. No lies. Only the truth. The people must reallybelievein order that you, as a messiah, may be happy. The entire idea of sending insane people out here to various planets is to be sure they’ll live happily the rest of their lives. So such a complex must live in a culture where people actually think heisa savior.’
‘It must be difficult to find enough room on your planets for all those who think they’re saviors, mustn’t it?’
‘We’ve a Charting Committee for that. Nine thousand Earthmen, hopelessly insane, beyond treatment on Earth, think they’re messiahs. That means a waiting list. There are only forty-seven thousand available cultures on forty-seven thousand planetoids between here and Saturn, and in the other sun systems. And only two thousand of these cultures are gullible enough to accept a false redeemer. Therefore, there’s a long list of such applicants waiting to travel to some culture when an older savior dies. We couldn’t possibly introduce two self-deluded Gautama Buddhas into one culture simultaneously. Oh! what dissension that would cause! But in event of one John, the Baptist, for instance, we could, at the same time, accommodate one Caesar, one Pontius Pilate, one Matthew, one Mark, one Luke, one John, along with him. You see?’
‘I think so.’
‘When you put one Mohammed into juxtaposition with one pseudo-contempory of ancient times, history repeats itself. All the drama of ancient times is being re-enacted here on these planetoids. Everybody’s happy, insanity is banished, drama lives.’
‘Sounds faintly blasphemous.’
‘Hardly. They’re happy, normal, to themselves. See that planet, there? Somewhere on it is a Joan of Arc listening for angel voices. Over there, see! A Mecca waits for a Mohammed to appear so they may finish out their acts.’
‘It’s frightening.’
‘Somewhat.’ The captain walked off, away. Lisabeth watched him go.
Asteroid Number Thirty-six swung up and under the ship!
Other planetoids whirled by. Lisabeth watched them from her cell. They moved on the deep ocean blackness, full of some hidden drama and tragedy she could not fathom.
‘There’s Othello’s planet!’ cried John. ‘I read about that one.’
‘Oh.’ Alice was drinking steadily. She sat in a rubberoid chair, her eyes glazed. ‘Oh. Well, well. Isn’t that nice, isn’t it?’
‘Othello and Desdemona and Iago! Warriors and banners and trumpets. Gosh, what it must be like down there.’
More planetoids, more, more. Lisabeth counted them with her simple, moving, pink lips. Moving, moving. More. There, and there!
‘Down there somewhere is a man who thinks he’s Shakespeare!’
‘Good for him, good,’ murmured Alice, putting down her drink, lazily.
‘Stratford on Avon’s down there, and strolling minstrels. All you do is bring some crazy fellow from Maine who thinks he’s Shakespeare up here and there’s the culture waiting for him, to really make him into Shakespeare! And do you know, Alice – Alice, are you listening?’ John breathed swiftly. ‘They live and die just as the famous men lived and died. They die the same deaths, in imitation. A woman who thinks she is Cleopatra puts an asp to her flesh. A man, who thinks he is Socrates, quaffs the hemlock! They live out old lives and die the old deaths. What an immensely beautiful insanity it is.’
‘William, the things you say!’ cooed Helen into the space phone. ‘I’ll be in Chicago next week, William. Yes, I’m all right. I’ll see you then, sweets.’
‘Oh, pish,’ said Alice.
‘This is the best thing for Lizabeth,’ John said. ‘We shouldn’t feel badly.’
‘We certainly had to wait long enough.’ Alice dropped her glass. ‘Put in application six months ago.’
‘There were one thousand Catherines of Russia. One died yesterday. Lisabeth will fill her position. She’ll rule unwisely and not too well, but happily.’
Helen kissed her lips in front of the phone, pouting her red moist lips. ‘YouknowI do,’ she said, eyes shut. ‘Love you, William, love you.’ She was speaking softly over a few million miles of space.
‘Time!’ shouted the audio in the room. ‘Landing time!’
John got up and smoked a last cigarette nervously, his face wincing.
Catherine of Russia looked out at the three people. She saw Alice drink quietly and stupidly and John standing in a litter of cigarette butts under his shoes. And Helen was lying full length on a rubberoid couch, murmuring softly into the phone, stroking it.
Now John came to the window of the cell. She did not answer when he said hello. He did not believe in her.
‘Sometimes I wonder where we’ll all wind up,’ he said, simply, looking at Catherine. ‘Myself on a planetoid where I can burn gambling machines all day? First chop them with axes, then pour kerosene on them, then burn them? And what about Alice? Will she wind up on a planetoid where oceans of gin and canals of sherry are the rule? And Helen? Will she land on a place full of handsome men, thousands of them? And nobody to reprimand her?’
A bell rang. ‘Asteroid Thirty-six! Landing! Landing! Time, time!’
John turned and walked to Alice. ‘Stop drinking.’ He turned to Helen. ‘Get off the phone, we’re landing!’ He took the phone away from her when she would not stop.
Catherine of Russia was ready for the welcome that came as she stepped from the ship. Streets were flooded with people, gilt carriages awaited, banners flew, somewhere a band played, cannons exploded into the roaring atmosphere. She began to cry. They believed in her! They were her friends, all of these persons with smiling faces, all of these people in correct, shining costume. The palace awaited at the end of the avenue.
‘Catherine, Catherine!’
‘Your Majesty! Welcome Home!’
‘Oh, your Majesty!’
‘I’ve been away so long,’ cried Catherine, holding her hands to her tearful face. She straightened herself. She controlled her voice, finally. ‘Such a long, long time. And now I’m back. It’s good, so good to be home.’
‘Your Majesty, your Majesty!’
They kissed her hand, before conducting her to a carriage. Smiling, laughing, she called for wine. They brought her vast goblets of clear wine. She drank and threw a goblet shattering on the street! And a band played and drums beat and guns thundered! And just as the horses pranced and the French and English Ambassadors stepped into the carriage, Catherine turned to give one last silent look at the ship from which she had stepped. For a moment she was quiet and for this brief time she knew a silence and a restive sadness. In the open port of the ship were three people, a man and two women, waving, waving at her.
‘Who are those people, your Majesty?’ asked the Spanish Ambassador.
‘I don’t know,’ whispered Catherine.
‘Where are they from?’
‘Some strange, far away place.’
‘Do you know them, your Majesty?’
‘Know them?’ She put her hand out, almost to wave to them, then put her hand down. ‘No. I don’t think so. Odd people. Strange people. From some long ago, some horrible land somewhere. Insane, all three of them. One works big game machines, another talks strangely over phones, and a third drinks, and drinks, forever. Really, quite insane.’ Her eyes were dull. Now, her attention sharpened. She cracked her hand down. ‘Give them notice!’
‘Your Majesty!’
‘An hour’s notice to get out of Saint Petersburg!’
‘Yes, your Majesty!’
‘I won’t have strangers here, understand!’
‘Yes, your Majesty!’
The carriage moved down the street, the horses dancing, the crowd hallooing, the band playing, leaving the silver rocket ship behind.
She did not look back again, not even when the man in the silver ship cried, ‘Good-bye, good-bye!’ for his voice was drowned when the crowd on all sides rushed warmly in, engulfing her in happiness, shouting, ‘Catherine, Catherine, Mother of all the Russias!’
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THE STRAWBERRY WINDOW
 
 
In his dream he was shutting the front door with its strawberry windows and lemon windows and windows like white clouds and windows like clear water in a country stream. Two dozen panes squared round the one big pane, colored of fruit wines and gelatins and cool water ices. He remembered his father holding him up as a child. "Look!" And through the green glass the world was emerald, moss, and summer mint. "Look!" The lilac pane made livid grapes of all the passers-by. And at last the strawberry glass perpetually bathed the town in roseate warmth, carpeted the world in pink sunrise, and made the cut lawn seem imported from some Persian rug bazaar. The strawberry window, best of all, cured people of their paleness, warmed the cold rain, and set the blowing, shifting February snows afire.
    "Yes, yes! There — !"
    He awoke.
    He heard his boys talking before he was fully out of his dream and he lay in the dark now, listening to the sad sound their talk made, like the wind blowing the white sea-bottoms into the blue hills, and then he remembered.
    We're on Mars, he thought.
    "What?" His wife cried out in her sleep.
    He hadn't realized he had spoken; he lay as still as he possibly could. But now, with a strange kind of numb reality, he saw his wife rise to haunt the room, her pale face staring through the small, high windows of their quonset hut at the clear but unfamiliar stars.
    "Carrie," he whispered.
    She did not hear.
    "Carrie," he whispered. "There's something I want to tell you. For a month now I've been wanting to say . . . tomorrow . . . tomorrow morning, there's going to be . . ."
    But his wife sat all to herself in the blue starlight and would not look at him.
    If only the sun stayed up, he thought, if only there was no night. For during the day he nailed the settlement town together, the boys were in school, and Carrie had cleaning, gardening, cooking to do. But when the sun was gone and their hands were empty of flowers or hammers and nails and arithmetics, their memories, like night birds, came home in the dark.
    His wife moved, a slight turn of her head.
    "Bob," she said at last, "I want to go home."
    "Carrie!"
    "This isn't home," she said.
    He saw that her eyes were wet and brimming. "Carrie, hold on awhile."
    "I've got no fingernails from holding on now!"
    As if she still moved in her sleep, she opened her bureau drawers and took out layers of handkerchiefs, shirts, underclothing, and put it all on top of the bureau, not seeing it, letting her fingers touch and bring it out and put it down. The routine was long familiar now. She would talk and put things out and stand quietly awhile, and then later put all the things away and come, dry-faced, back to bed and dreams. He was afraid that some night she would empty every drawer and reach for the few ancient suitcases against the wall.
    "Bob . . ." Her voice was not bitter, but soft, featureless, and as uncolored as the moonlight that showed what she was doing. "So many nights for six months I've talked this way; I'm ashamed. You work hard building houses in town. A man who works so hard shouldn't have to listen to a wife gone sad on him. But there's nothing to do but talk it out. It's the little things I miss most of all. I don't know — silly things. Our front-porch swing. The wicker rocking chair, summer nights. Looking at the people walk or ride by those evenings, back in Ohio. Our black upright piano, out of tune. My Swedish cut glass. Our parlor furniture — oh, it was like a herd of elephants, I know, and all of it old. And the Chinese hanging crystals that hit when the wind blew. And talking to neighbors there on the front porch, July nights. All those crazy, silly things . . . they're not important. But it seems those are things that come to mind around three in the morning. I'm sorry."
    "Don't be," he said. "Mars is a far place. It smells funny, looks funny, and feels funny. I think to myself nights too. We came from a nice town."
    "It was green," she said. "In the spring and summer. And yellow and red in the fall. And ours was a nice house; my, it was old, eighty-ninety years or so. Used to hear the house talking at night, whispering away. All the dry wood, the banisters, the front porch, the sills. Wherever you touched, it talked to you. Every room a different way. And when you had the whole house talking, it was a family around you in the dark, putting you to sleep. No other house, the kind they build nowadays, can be the same. A lot of people have got to go through and live in a house to make it mellow down all over. This place here, now, this hut, it doesn't know I'm in it, doesn't care if I live or die. It makes a noise like tin, and tin's cold. It's got no pores for the years to sink in. It's got no cellar for you to put things away for next year and the year after that. It's got no attic where you keep things from last year and all the other years before you were born. If we only had a little bit up here that was familiar, Bob, then we could make room for all that's strange. But when everything,every single thingis strange, then it takes forever to make things familiar."
    He nodded in the dark. "There's nothing you say that I haven't thought."
    She was looking at the moonlight where it lay upon the suitcases against the wall. He saw her move her hand down toward them.
    "Carrie!"
    "What?"
    He swung his legs out of bed. "Carrie, I've done a crazy lame-brain thing. All these months I heard you dreaming away, scared, and the boys at night and the wind, and Mars out there, the sea-bottoms and all, and . . ." He stopped and swallowed. "You got to understand what I did and why I did it. All the money we had in the bank a month ago, all the money we saved for ten years, I spent."
    "Bob!"
    "I threw it away, Carrie, I swear, I threw it away on nothing. It was going to be a surprise. But now, tonight, there you are, and there are those blasted suitcases on the floor and . . ."
    "Bob," she said, turning around. "You mean we've gone through allthis,on Mars, putting away extra money every week, only to have you burn it up in a few hours?"
    "I don't know," he said. "I'm a crazy fool. Look, it's not long till morning. We'll get up early. I'll take you down to see what I've done. I don't want to tell you, I want you to see. And if it's no go then, well, there's always those suitcases and the rocket to Earth four times a month."
    She did not move. "Bob, Bob," she murmured.
    "Don't say any more," he said.
    "Bob, Bob . . ." She shook her head slowly, unbelievingly. He turned away and lay back down on his own side of the bed, and she sat on the other side, looking at the bureau where her handkerchiefs and jewelry and clothing lay ready in neat stacks where she had left them. Outside a wind the color of moonlight stirred up the sleeping dust and powdered the air.
    At last she lay back, but said nothing more and was a cold weight in the bed, staring down the long tunnel of night toward the faintest sign of morning.
 
    They got up in the very first light and moved in the small quonset hut without a sound. It was a pantomime prolonged almost to the time when someone might scream at the silence, as the mother and father and the boys washed and dressed and ate a quiet breakfast of toast and fruit juice and coffee, with no one looking directly at anyone and everyone watching someone in the reflective surfaces of toaster, glassware, or cutlery, where all their faces were melted out of shape and made terribly alien in the early hour. Then, at last, they opened the quonset door and let in the air that blew across the cold blue-white Martian seas, where only the sand tides dissolved and shifted and made ghost patterns, and they stepped out under a raw and staring cold sky and began their walk toward a town, which seemed no more than a motion-picture set far on ahead of them on a vast, empty stage.
    "What part of town are we going to?" asked Carrie.
    "The rocket depot," he said. "But before we get there, I've a lot to say."
    The boys slowed down and moved behind their parents, listening. The father gazed ahead, and not once in all the time he was talking did he look at his wife or sons to see how they were taking all that he said.
    "I believe in Mars," he began quietly. "I guess I believe some day it'll belong to us. We'll nail it down. We'll settle in. We won't turn tail and run. It came to me one day a year ago, right after we first arrived. Why did we come? I asked myself.
    Because, I said, because. It's the same thing with the salmon every year. The salmon don't know why they go where they go, but they go, anyway. Up rivers they don't remember, up streams, jumping waterfalls, but finally making it to where they propagate and die, and the whole thing starts again. Call it racial memory, instinct, call it nothing, but there it is. And here we are."
    They walked in the silent morning with the great sky watching them and the strange blue and steam-white sands sifting about their feet on the new highway.
    "So here we are. And from Mars where? Jupiter, Neptune, Pluto, and on out? Right.And on out.Why? Some day the sun will blow up like a leaky furnace. Boom — there goes Earth. But maybe Mars won't be hurt; or if Mars is hurt maybe Pluto won't be, or if Pluto's hurt, then where'll-webe, our sons' sons, that is?"
    He gazed steadily up into that flawless shell of plum-colored sky.
    "Why, we'll be on some world with a number maybe; planet 6 of star system 97, planet 2 of system 99! So darn far off from here you need a nightmare to take it in! We'll be gone, do you see, gone off away and safe! And I thought to myself, ah, ah. So that's the reason we came to Mars, sothat'sthe reason men shoot off their rockets."
    "Bob — "
    "Let me finish; not to make money, no. Not to see the sights, no. Those are the lies men tell, the fancy reasons they give themselves. Get rich, get famous, they say. Have fun, jump around, they say. But all the while, inside, something else is ticking along the way it ticks in salmon or whales, the way it ticks, oh, Lord, in the smallest microbe you want to name. And that little clock that ticks in everything living, you know what it says? It says get away, spread out, move along, keep swimming. Run to so many worlds and build so many towns thatnothingcan ever kill man. Yousee,Carrie? It's not just us come to Mars, it's the race, the whole darn human race, depending on howwemake out in our lifetime. This thing is so big I want to laugh, I'm so scared stiff of it."
    He felt the boys walking steadily behind him and he felt Carrie beside him and he wanted to see her face and how she was taking all this, but he didn't look there, either.
    "All this is no different than me and Dad walking the fields when I was a boy, casting seed by hand when our seeder broke down and we'd no money to fix it. It had to be done, somehow, for the later crops. Why now, Carrie, why, do yourememberthose Sunday-supplement articles, the earth will freeze in A million years! I bawled once, as a boy, reading articles like that. My mother asked why. I'm bawling for all those poor people up ahead, I said. Don't worry about them, Mother said. But, Carrie, that's my whole point; weareworrying about them. Or we wouldn't be here. It matters if Man with a capital M keeps going. There's nothing better than Man with a capital M in my books. I'm prejudiced, of course, because I'm one of the breed. But if there's any way to get hold of that immortality men are always talking about, this is the way — spread out — seed the universe. Then you got a harvest against crop failures anywhere down the line. No matter if Earth has famines or the rust comes in. You got the new wheat lifting on Venus or where-in-blazes-ever man gets to in the next thousand years, I'm crazy with the idea, Carrie, crazy. When I finally hit on it I got so excited I wanted to grab people, you, the boys, and tell them. But well, I knew that wasn't necessary. I knew a day or night would come when you'd hear that ticking in yourselves too, and then you'd see, and no one'd have to say anything again about all this. It's big talk, Carrie, I know, and big thoughts for a man just short of five feet five, but by all that's holy, it's true."
    They moved through the deserted streets of the town and listened to the echoes of their walking feet.
    "And this morning?" said Carrie.
    "I'm coming to this morning," he said. "Part ofmewants to go home too. But the other part says if we go, everything's lost. So I thought, what bothers us most? Some of the things we once had. Some of the boys' things, your things, mine. And I thought, if it takes an old thing to get a new thing started, why then, I'll use the old thing. I remember from history books that a thousand years ago they put charcoals in a hollowed out cow horn, blew on them during the day, so they carried their fire on marches from place to place, to start a fire every night with the sparks left over from morning. Always a new fire, but always something of the old in it. So I weighed and balanced it off. Is the Old worth all our money? I asked. No! It's only the things wedidwith the Old that have any worth. Well, then, is the New worthallour money? I asked. Do you feel like investing in the day after the middle of next week? Yes! I said. If I can fight this thing that makes us want to go back to Earth, I'd dip my money in kerosene and strike a match!"
    Carrie and the two boys did not move. They stood on the street, looking at him as if he were a storm that had passed over and around, almost blowing them from the ground, a storm that was now dying away.
    "The freight rocket came in this morning," he said, quietly. "Our delivery's on it. Let's go and pick it up."
    They walked slowly up the three steps into the rocket depot and across the echoing floor toward the freight room that was just sliding back its doors, opening for the day.
    "Tell us again about the salmon," said one of the boys.
 
    In the middle of the warm morning they drove out of town in a rented truck filled with great crates and boxes and parcels and packages, long ones, tall ones, short ones, flat ones, all numbered and neatly addressed to one Robert Prentiss, New Toledo, Mars.
    They stopped the truck by the quonset hut and the boys jumped down and helped their mother out. For a moment Bob sat behind the wheel, and then slowly got out himself to walk around and look into the back of the truck at the crates.
    And by noon all but one of the boxes were opened and their contents placed on the sea-bottom where the family stood among them.
    "Carrie . . ."
    And he led her up the old porch steps that now stood un-crated on the edge of town.
    "Listen to 'em, Carrie."
    The steps squeaked and whispered underfoot.
    "What do they say, tell me what they say?"
    She stood on the ancient wooden steps, holding to herself, and could not tell him.
    He waved his hand. "Front porch here, living room there, dining room, kitchen, three bedrooms. Most we'll build new, part we'll bring. Of course all we got here now is the front steps, some parlor furniture, and the old bed."
    "All that money, Bob!"
    He turned, smiling. "You're not mad, now, look at me! You're not mad. We'll bring it all up, next year, five years! The cut-glass vases, that Armenian carpet your mother gave us in 1975! Justletthe sun explode!"
    They looked at the other crates, numbered and lettered: Front-porch swing, front-porch wicker rocker, hanging Chinese crystals . . .
    "I'll blow them myself to make them ring."
    And then they set the front door, with its little panes of colored glass, on the top of the stairs, and Carrie looked through the strawberry window.
    "What do you see?"
    But he knew what she saw, for he gazed through the colored glass, too. And there was Mars, with its cold sky warmed and its dead seas fired with color, with its hills like mounds of strawberry ice, and its sand like burning charcoals sifted by wind. The strawberry window, the strawberry window, breathed soft rose colors on the land and filled the mind and the eye with the light of a never-ending dawn. Bent there, looking through, he heard himself say:
    "The town'll be out this way in a year. This'll be a shady street, you'll have your porch, and you'll have friends. You won'tneedall this so much, then. But starting right here, with this little bit that's familiar, watch it spread, watch Mars change so you'll know it as if you've known it all your life."
    He ran down the steps to the last and as-yet unopened canvas-covered crate. With his pocket knife he cut a hole in the canvas. "Guess!" he said.
    "My kitchen stove? My sewing machine?"
    "Not in a million years." He smiled very gently. "Sing me a song," he said.
    "Bob, you're clean off your head."
    "Sing me a song worth all the money we had in the bank and now don't have, but who gives a blast in hades," he said.
    "I don't know anything but 'Genevieve, Sweet Genevieve!'"
    "Sing that," he said.
    But she could not open her mouth and start the song. He saw her lips move and try, but there was no sound.
    He ripped the canvas wider and shoved his hand into the crate and touched around for a quiet moment, and started to sing the words himself until he moved his hand a last time and then a single clear piano chord sprang out on the morning air.
    "There," he said. "Let's take it right on to the end. Every-one! Here's the harmony."
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THE TERRIBLE CONFLAGRATION UP AT THE PLACE
The men had been hiding down by the gatekeeper's lodge for half an hour or so, passing a bottle of the best between, and then, the gatekeeper having been carried off to bed, they dodged up the path at six in the evening and looked at the great house with the warm lights lit in each window.
"That's the place," said Riordan.
"Hell, what do you mean, 'that's the place'?" cried Casey, then softly added, "We seen it all our lives."
"Sure," said Kelly, "but with the Troubles over and around us, sudden-like a place looksdifferent.It's quite a toy, lying there in the snow."
And that's what it seemed to the fourteen of them, a grand playhouse laid out in the softly falling feathers of a spring night.
"Did you bring the matches?" asked Kelly.
"Did I bring the—what do you think Iam!"
"Well,didyou, is all I ask."
Casey searched himself. When his pockets hung from his suit he swore and said, "I did not."
"Ah, what the hell," said Nolan. "They'll have matches inside. We'll borrow a few. Come on."
Going up the road, Timulty tripped and fell.
"For God's sake, Timulty," said Nolan, "where's your sense of romance? In the midst of a big Easter Rebellion we want to do everything just so. Years from now we want to go into a pub and tell about the Terrible Conflagration up at the Place, do we not? If it's all mucked up with the sight of you landing on your ass in the snow, that makes no fit picture of the Rebellion we are now in, does it?"
Timulty, rising, focused the picture and nodded. "I'll mind me manners."
"Hist! Here we are!" cried Riordan.
"Jesus, stop saying things like 'that's the place' and 'here we are,' " said Casey. "We see the damned house. Now what do we do next?"
"Destroy it?" suggested Murphy tentatively.
"Gah, you're so dumb you're hideous," said Casey. "Of course we destroy it, but first … blueprints and plans."
"It seemed simple enough back at Hickey's Pub," said Murphy. "We would just come tear the damn place down. Seeing as how my wife outweighs me, I need to tearsomethingdown."
"It seems to me," said Timulty, drinking from the bottle, "we go rap on the door and ask permission."
"Permission!" said Murphy. "I'd hate to have you running hell, the lost souls would never get fried! We—"
But the front door swung wide suddenly, cutting him off.
A man peered out into the night.
"I say," said a gentle and reasonable voice, "would you mind keeping your voices down. The lady of the house is sleeping before we drive to Dublin for the evening, and—"
The men, revealed in the hearth-light glow of the door, blinked and stood back, lifting their caps.
"Is that you, Lord Kilgotten?"
"It is," said the man in the door.
"We will keep our voices down," said Timulty, smiling, all amiability.
"Beg pardon, your Lordship," said Casey.
"Kind of you," said his Lordship. And the door closed gently.
All the men gasped.
" 'Beg pardon, your Lordship,' We'll keep our voices down, your Lordship.'" Casey slapped his head. "What were we saying? Why didn't someone catch the door while he was still there?"
"We was dumfounded, that's why; he took us by surprise, just like them damned high and mighties. I mean, we weren'tdoinganything out here, were we?"
"Our voiceswerea bit high," admitted Timulty.
"Voices, hell," said Casey. "The damn Lord's come and gone from our fell clutches!"
"Shh,not so loud," said Timulty.
Casey lowered his voice, "So, let us sneak up on the door, and—"
"That strikes me as unnecessary," said Nolan. "Heknowswe're here now."
"Sneak up on the door," repeated Casey, grinding his teeth, "and batter it down—"
The door opened again.
The Lord, a shadow, peered out at them and the soft, patient, frail old voice inquired, "I say, whatareyou doing out there?"
"Well, it's this way, your Lordship—" began Casey, and stopped, paling.
"We come," blurted Murphy, "we come … toburnthe Place!"
His Lordship stood for a moment looking out fit the men, watching the snow, his hand on the doorknob. He shut his eyes for a moment, thought, conquered a tic in both eyelids after a silent struggle, and then said, "Hmm, well in that case, you had best come in."
The men said that was fine, great, good enough, and started off when Casey cried, "Wait!" Then to the old man in the doorway, "We'll come in, when we are good and ready."
"Very well," said the old man. "I shall leave the door ajar and when you have decided the time, enter. I shall be in the library."
Leaving the door a half inch open, the old man started away when Timulty cried out, "When we areready"?Jesus, God, when will we ever be readier? Out of the way, Casey!"
And they all ran up on the porch.
Hearing this, his Lordship turned to look at them with his bland and not-unfriendly face, the face of an old hound who has seen many foxes killed and just as many escape, who has run well, and now in late years, paced himself down to a soft, shuffling walk.
"Scrape your feet, please, gentlemen."
"Scraped they are." And everyone carefully got the snow and mud off his shoes.
"This way," said his Lordship, going off, his clear, pale eyes set in lines and bags and creases from too many years of drinking brandy, his cheeks bright as cherry wine. "I will get you all a drink, and we shall see what we can do about your … how did you put it … burning the Place?"
"You're Sweet Reason itself," admitted Timulty, following as Lord Kilgotten led them into the library, where he poured whisky all around.
"Gentlemen." He let his bones sink into a wing-backed chair. "Drink."
"We decline," said Casey.
"Decline?" gasped everyone, the drinks almost in their hands.
"This is a sober thing we are doing and we must be sober for it," said Casey, flinching from their gaze.
"Who do we listen to?" asked Riordan. "His Lordship or Casey?"
For answer all the men downed their drinks and fell to coughing and gasping. Courage showed immediately in a red color through their faces, which they turned so that Casey could see the difference. Casey drank his, to catch up.
Meanwhile, the old man sipped his whisky, and something about his calm and easy way of drinking put them far out in Dublin Bay and sank them again. Until Casey said, "Your Honor, you've heard of the Troubles? I mean not just the Kaiser's war going on across the sea, but our own very great Troubles arid the Rebellion that has reached even this far, to our town, our pub, and now, your Place?"
"An alarming amount of evidence convinces me this is an unhappy time," said his Lordship. "I suppose what must be must be. I know you all. You have worked for me. I think I have paid you rather well on occasion."
"There's no doubt of that, your Lordship." Casey took a step forward. "It's just, 'the old order changeth,' and we have heard of the great houses out near Tara and the great manors beyond Killashandra going up in flames to celebrate freedom and—"
"Whose freedom?" asked the old man, mildly. "Mine? From the burden of caring for this house which my wife and I rattle around in like dice in a cup or—well, get on.Whenwould you like to burn the Place?"
"If it isn't too much trouble, sir," said Timulty, "now."
The old man seemed to sink deeper into his chair.
"Oh, dear," he said.
"Of course," said Nolan quickly, "if it's inconvenient, we could come back later—"
"Later! What kind of talk isthat?'"asked Casey.
"I'm terribly sorry," said the old man. "Please allow me to explain. Lady Kilgotten is asleep now, we have guests coming to take us into Dublin for the opening of a play by Synge—"
"That's a damn fine writer," said Riordan.
"Saw one of his plays a year ago," said Nolan, "and—"
"Stand off!" said Casey.
The men stood back. His Lordship went on with his frail moth voice, "We have a dinner planned back here at midnight for ten people. I don't suppose—you could give us until tomorrow night to get ready?"
"No," said Casey.
"Hold on," said everyone else.
"Burning," said Timulty, "is one thing, but tickets is another. I mean, the theater isthere,and a dire waste not to see the play, and all that food set up, it might as well be eaten. And all the guests coming. It would be hard to notify them ahead."
"Exactly what I was thinking," said his Lordship.
"Yes, I know!" shouted Casey, shutting his eyes, running his hands over his cheeks and jaw and mouth and clenching his fists and turning around in frustration. "But youdon'tput off burnings, youdon'treschedule them like tea parties, dammit, youdothem!"
"You do if you remember to bring the matches," said Riordan under his breath.
Casey whirled and looked as if he might hit Riordan, but the impact of the truth slowed him down.
"On top of which," said Nolan, "the Missus above is a fine lady and needs a last night of entertainment and rest."
"Very kind of you." His Lordship refilled the man's glass.
"Let's take a vote," said Nolan.
"Hell." Casey scowled around. "I see the vote counted already. Tomorrow night will do, dammit."
"Bless you," said old Lord Kilgotten. "There will be cold cuts laid out in the kitchen, you might check in there first, you shall probably be hungry, for it will be heavy work. Shall we say eight o'clock tomorrow night? By then I shall have Lady Kilgotten safely to a hotel in Dublin. I should not want her knowing until later that her home no longer exists."
"God, you're a Christian," muttered Riordan.
"Well, let us not brood on it," said the old man. "I consider it past already, and I never think of the past. Gentlemen."
He arose. And, like a blind old sheepherder-saint, he wandered out into the hall with the flock straying and ambling and softly colliding after.
Half down the hall, almost to the door, Lord Kilgotten saw something from the corner of his blear eye and stopped. He turned back and stood brooding before a large portrait of an Italian nobleman.
The more he looked the more his eyes began to tic and his mouth to work over a nameless thing.
Finally Nolan said, "Your Lordship, what is it?"
"I was just thinking," said the Lord, at last, "you love Ireland, do you not?"
My God, yes! said everyone. Need he ask?
"Even as do I," said the old man gently. "Arid do you love all that is in it, in the land, in her heritage?"
That too, said all, went without saying!
"I worry then," said the Lord, "about things like this. This portrait is by Van Dyck. It is very old and very fine and very important and very expensive. It is, gentlemen, a National Art Treasure."
"Isthatwhat it is!" said everyone, more or less, and crowded around for a sight.
"Ah, God, it's fine work," said Timulty.
"The flesh itself," said Nolan.
"Notice," said Riordan, "the way his little eyes seem to follow you?"
Uncanny, everyone said.
And were about to move on, when his Lordship said, "Do you realize this Treasure, which does not truly belong to me, nor you, but to all the people as precious heritage, this picture will be lost forever tomorrow night?"
Everyone gasped. They hadnotrealized.
"God save us," said Timulty, "we can't have that!"
"We'll move it out of the house, first," said Riordan.
"Hold on!" cried Casey.
"Thank you," said his Lordship, "but where would you put it? Out in the weather it would soon be torn to shreds by wind, dampened by rain, flaked by hail; no, no, perhaps it is best it burns quickly—"
"None of that!" said Timulty. "I'll take it home, myself."
"And when the great strife is over," said his Lordship, "you will then deliver into the hands of the new government this precious gift of Art and Beauty from the past?"
"Er … every single one of those things, I'll do," said Timulty.
But Casey was eyeing the immense canvas, and said, "How much does the monster weigh?"
"I would imagine," said the old man, faintly, "seventy to one hundred pounds, within that range."
"Then how in hell do we get it to Timulty's house?" asked Casey.
"Me and Brannahan will carry the damn treasure," said Timulty, "and if need be, Nolan,youlend a hand."
"Posterity will thank you," said his Lordship.
They moved on along the hall, and again his Lordship stopped, before yet two more paintings.
"These are two nudes—"
Theyarethat! said everyone.
"By Renoir," finished the old man.
"That's the French gent who made them?" asked Rooney. "If you'll excuse the expression?"
It looks French all right, said everyone.
And a lot of ribs received a lot of knocking elbows.
"These are worth several thousand pounds," said the old man.
"You'll get no argument from me," said Nolan, putting out his finger, which was slapped down by Casey.
"I—" said Blinky Watts, whose fish eyes swam about continuously in tears behind his thick glasses, "I would like to volunteer a home for the two French ladies. I thought I might tuck those two Art Treasures one under each arm and hoist them to the wee cot."
"Accepted," said the Lord with gratitude. Along the hall they came to another, vaster landscape with all sorts of monster beast-men cavorting about treading fruit and squeezing summer-melon women. Everyone craned forward to read the brass plate under it:Twilight of the Gods.
"Twilight, hell," said Rooney, "it looks more like the start of a great afternoon!"
"I believe," said the gentle old man, "there is irony intended both in title and subject. Note the glowering sky, the hideous figures hidden in the clouds. The gods are unaware, in the midst of their bacchanal, that Doom is about to descend."
"I do not see," said Blinky Watts, "the Church or any of her girly priests up in them clouds."
"It was a different kind of Doom in them days," said Nolan. "Everyone knowsthat"
"Me and Tuohy," said Flannery, "will carry the demon gods to my place. Right, Tuohy?" "Right!"
And so it went now, along the hall, the squad pausing here or there as on a grand tour of a museum, and each in turn volunteering to scurry home through the snowfall night with a Degas or a Rembrandt sketch or a large oil by one of the Dutch masters, until they came to a rather grisly oil of a man, hung in a dim alcove.
"Portrait of myself," muttered the old man, "done by her Ladyship. Leave it there, please."
"You mean," gasped Nolan, "you want it to go up in the Conflagration?"
"Now, this next picture—" said the old man, moving on.
And finally the tour was at an end. "Of course," said his Lordship, "if you really want to be saving, there are a dozen exquisite Ming vases in the house—"
"As good as collected," said Nolan. "A Persian carpet on the landing—"
"We will roll it and deliver it to the Dublin Museum."
"And that exquisite chandelier in the main dining room."
"It shall be hidden away until the Troubles are over," sighed Casey, tired already.
"Well, then," said the old man, shaking each hand as he passed. "Perhaps you might start now, don't you imagine? I mean, you do indeed have a largish job preserving the National Treasures. Think I shall nap five minutes now before dressing."
And the old man wandered off upstairs.
Leaving the men stunned and isolated in a mob in the hall below, watching him go away out of sight.
"Casey," said Blinky Watts, "has it crossed your small mind, if you'd remembered to bring the matches there would be no such long night of work as this ahead?"
"Jesus, where's your taste for the ass-thetics?" cried Riordan.
"Shut up!" said Casey. "Okay, Flannery, you on one end of theTwilight of the Gods,you, Tuohy, on the far end where the maid is being given what's good for her. Ha!Lift?!"
And the gods, soaring crazily, took to the air.
By seven o'clock most of the paintings were out of the house and racked against each other in the snow, waiting to be taken off in various directions toward various huts. At seven fifteen, Lord and Lady Kilgotten came out and drove away, and Casey quickly formed the mob in front of the stacked paintings so the nice old lady wouldn't see what they were up to. The boys cheered as the car went down the drive. Lady Kilgotten waved frailly back.
From seven thirty until ten the rest of the paintings walked out in one's and two's.
When all the pictures were gone save one, Kelly stood in the dim alcove worrying over Lady Kilgotten's Sunday painting of the old Lord. He shuddered, decided on a supreme humanitarianism, and carried the portrait safely out into the night.
At midnight, Lord and Lady Kilgotten, returning with guests, found only great shuffling tracks in the snow where Flannery and Tuohy had set off one way with the dear bacchanal; where Casey, grumbling, had led a parade of Van Dycks, Rembrandts, Bouchers, and Piranesis another; and, where last of all, Blinky Watts, kicking his heels, had trotted happily into the woods with his nude Renoirs.
The dinner party was over by two. Lady Kilgotten went to bed satisfied that all the paintings had been sent out, en masse, to be cleaned.
At three in the morning, Lord Kilgotten soil sat sleepless in his library, alone among empty walls, before a fireless hearth, a muffler about his thin neck, a glass of brandy in his faintly trembling hand.
About three fifteen there was a stealthy creaking of parquetry, a shift of shadows, and, after a time, cap in hand, there stood Casey at the library door. "Hist! "he called softly.
The Lord, who had dozed somewhat, blinked his eyes wide. "Oh dear me," he said, "is it time for us to go?"
"That's tomorrow night," said Casey. "And any-ways, it's not you that's going, it's Them is coming back."
"Them? Your friends?"
"No,yours." And Casey beckoned. The old man let himself be led through the hall to look out the front door into a deep well of night.
There, like Napoleon's numbed dog-army of foot-weary, undecided, and demoralized men, stood the shadowy but familiar mob, their hands full of pictures—pictures leaned against their legs, pictures on their backs, pictures stood upright and held by trembling, panic-whitened hands in the drifted snow. A terrible silence lay over and among the men. They seemed stranded, as if one enemy had gone off to fight far better wars while yet another enemy, as yet unnamed, nipped silent and trackless at their behinds. They kept glancing over their shoulders at the hills and the town as if at any moment Chaos herself might unleash her dogs from there. They alone, in the infiltering night, heard the far-off baying of dismays and despairs that cast a spell.
"Is thatyou,Riordan?" called Casey, nervously.
"Ah, who the hellwouldit be!" cried a voice out beyond.
"What do theywant?" asked the old party.
"It's not so much whatwewant as whatYOUmight now want fromus," called a voice.
"You see," said another, advancing until all could see it was Hannahan in the light, "considered in all its aspects, your Honor, we've decided, you're such a fine gent, we—"
"We willnotburn your house!" cried Blinky Watts.
"Shut up and let the man talk!" said several voices.
Hannahan nodded. "That's it. We willnotburn your house."
"But see here," said the Lord, "I'm quite prepared. Everything can easily be moved out."
"You're taking the whole thing too lightly, begging your pardon, your Honor," said Kelly. "Easy for you is not easy for us."
"I see," said the old man, not seeing at all.
"It seems," said Tuohy, "we have all of us, in just the last few hours, developed problems. Some to do with the home and some to do with transport and cartage, if you get my drift. Who'll explain first? Kelly? No? Casey? Riordan?"
Nobody spoke.
At last, with a sigh, Flannery edged forward. "It's this way—" he said.
"Yes?" said the old man, gently.
"Well," said Flannery, "me and Tuohy here got half through the woods, like damn fools, and was across two thirds of the bog with the large picture of theTwilight of the Godswhen we began to sink."
"Your strength failed?" inquired the Lord kindly.
"Sink, your Honor, just plain sink, into theground," Tuohy put in.
"Dear me," said the Lord.
"You can say that again, your Lordship," said Tuohy. "Why together, me and Flannery and the demon gods must have weighed close on to six hundred pounds, and that bog out there is infirm if it's anything, and the more we walk the deeper we sink, and a cry strangled in me throat, for I'm thinking of those scenes in the old story where the Hound of the Baskervilles or some such fiend chases the heroine out in the moor and down she goes, in a watery pit, wishing she had kept at that diet, but it's too late, and bubbles rise to pop on the surface. All of this a-throttling in me mind, your Honor."
"And so?" the Lord put in, seeing he was expected to ask.
"And so," said Flannery, "we just walked off and left the damn gods there in their twilight."
"In the middle of thebog?"asked the elderly man, just a trifle upset.
"Ah, we covered them up, I mean we put our mufflers over the scene. The gods will not die twice, your Honor. Say, did you hearthat,boys? The gods—"
"Ah, shut up," cried Kelly. "Ya dimwits. Why didn't you bring the damn portrait in off the bog?"
"We thought we would come get two more boys to help—"
"Two more!" cried Nolan. "That's four men, plus a parcel of gods, you'd all sinktwiceas fast, and the bubbles rising, ya nitwit!"
"Ah!" said Tuohy. "I never thought of that."
"It has been thought of now," said the old man. "And perhaps several of you will form a rescue team—"
"It's done, your Honor," said Casey. "Bob, you and Tim dash off and save the pagan deities."
"You won't tell Father Leary?"
"Father Leary my behind. Get!" And Tim and Bob panted off.
His Lordship turned now to Nolan and Kelly.
"I see that you, too, have brought your rather large picture back."
"At least we made it within a hundred yards of the door, sir," said Kelly. "I suppose you're wonderingwhywe have returned it, your Honor?"
"With the gathering in of coincidence upon coincidence," said the old man, going back in to get his overcoat and putting on his tweed cap so he could stand out in the cold and finish what looked to be a long converse, "yes, I was given to speculate."
"It's me back," said Kelly. "It gave out not five hundred yards down the main road. The back has been springing out and in for five years now, and me suffering the agonies of Christ. I sneeze and fall to my knees, your Honor."
"I have suffered the self-same delinquency," said the old man. "It is as if someone had driven a spike into one's spine." The old man touched his back, carefully, remembering, which brought a gasp from all, nodding.
"The agonies of Christ, as I said," said Kelly.
"Most understandable then that you could not finish your journey with that heavy frame," said the old man, "and most commendable that you were able to struggle back this far with the dreadful weight."
Kelly stood taller immediately, as he heard his plight described. He beamed. "It was nothing. And I'd do it again, save for the string of bones above me ass. Begging pardon, your Honor."
But already his Lordship had passed his kind if tremulous gray-blue, unfocused gaze toward Blinky Watts who had, under either arm, like a dartful prancer, the two Renoir peach ladies.
"Ah, God, there was no trouble with sinking into bogs or knocking my spine out of shape," said Watts, treading the earth to demonstrate his passage home. "I made it back to the house in ten minutes flat, dashed into the wee cot, and began hanging the pictures on the wall, when my wife came up behind me. Have ya ever had your wife come up behind ya, your Honor, and just stand there mum's the word?"
"I seem to recall a similar circumstance," said the old man, trying to remember if he did, then nodding as indeed several memories flashed over his fitful baby mind.
"Well, your Lordship, there is no silence like a woman's silence, do you agree? And no standing there like a woman's standing there like a monument out of Stonehenge. The mean temperature dropped in the room so quick I suffered from the polar concussions, as we call it in our house. I did not dare turn to confront the Beast, or the daughter of the Beast, as I call her in deference to her mom. But finally I heard her suck in a great breath and let it out very cool and calm like a Prussian general. 'That woman is naked as a jay bird,' and 'That other woman is raw as the inside of a clam at low tide.' "
" 'But,' said I, 'these are studies of natural physique by a famous French artist.' "
" 'Jesus-come-after-me-French,' she cried; 'the-skirts-half-up-to-your-bum-French. The-dress-half-down-to-your-navel-French. And the gulping and smothering they do with their mouths in their dirty-novels-French, and now you come home and nail 'French' on the walls, why don't you while you're at it, pull the crucifix down and nail one fat naked ladythere?' "
"Well, your Honor, I just shut up my eyes and wished my ears would fall off. 'Isthiswhat you want our boys to look at last thing at night as they go to sleep?' she says. Next thing I know, I'm on the path and here I am and here's the raw-oyster nudes, your Honor, beg your pardon, thanks, and much obliged."
"Theydoseem to be unclothed," said the old man, looking at the two pictures, one in either hand, as if he wished to find all that this man's wife said was in them. "I had always thought of summer, looking at them."
"From your seventieth birthday on, your Lordship, perhaps. Butbeforethat?"
"Uh, yes, yes," said the old man, watching a speck of half-remembered lechery drift across one eye.
When his eye stopped drifting it found Bannock and Toolery on the edge of the far rim of the uneasy sheepfold crowd. Behind each, dwarfing them, stood a giant painting.
Bannock had got his picture home only to find he could not get the damn thing through the door, nor any window.
Toolery had actually got his pictureinthe door when his wife said what a laughingstock they'd be, the only family in the village with a Rubens worth half a million pounds and not even a cow to milk!
So that was the sum, total, and substance of this long night. Each man had a similar chill, dread, and awful tale to tell, and all were told at last, and as they finished a cold snow began to fall among these brave members of the local, hard-fighting I.R.A.
The old man said nothing, for there was nothing really to say that wouldn't be obvious as their pale breaths ghosting the wind. Then, very quietly, the old man opened wide the front door and had the decency not even to nod or point.
Slowly and silently they began to file by, as past a familiar teacher in an old school, and then faster they moved. So in flowed the river returned, the Ark emptied out before, not after, the Flood, and the tide of animals and angels, nudes that flamed and smoked in the hands, and noble gods that pranced on wings and hoofs, went by, and the old man's eyes shifted gently, and his mouth silently named each, the Renoirs, the Van Dycks, the Lautrec, and so on until Kelly, in passing, felt a touch at his arm.
Surprised, Kelly looked over.
And saw that the old man was staring at the small painting beneath his arm.
"My wife's portrait of me?"
"None other," said Kelly.
The old man stared at Kelly and at the painting beneath his arm and then out toward the snowing night.
Kelly smiled softly.
Walking soft as a burglar, he vanished out into the wilderness, carrying the picture. A moment later, you heard him laughing as he ran back, hands empty.
The old man shook his hand, once, tremblingly, and shut the door.
Then he turned away as if the event was already lost to his wandering child mind and toddled down the hall with his scarf like a gentle weariness over his thin shoulders, and the mob followed him in where they found drinks in their great paws and saw that Lord Kilgotten was blinking at the picture over the fireplace as if trying to remember, was the Sack of Rome there in the years past? or was it the Fall of Troy? Then he felt their gaze and looked full on the encircled army and said:
"Well now, what shall wedrinkto?"
The men shuffled their feet.
Then Flannery cried, "Why, to his Lordship, of course!"
"His Lordship!" cried all, eagerly, and drank, and coughed and choked and sneezed, while the old man felt a peculiar glistering about his eyes, and did not drink at all till the commotion stilled, and then said, "To Our Ireland," and drank, and all said Ah God and Amen to that, and the old man looked at the picture over the hearth and then at last shyly observed, "I do hate to mention it—that picture—"
"Sir?"
"It seems to me," said the old man, apologetically, "to be a trifle off-centered, on the tilt. I wonder if you might—"
"Mightn'twe, boys!" cried Casey.
And fourteen men rushed to put it right.
Annotation




That Bird that Comes out of the Clock
"You remember people by the things they do," said Mrs. Coles, "rather than by how their face looks or what their tongues say, while they're doing what they do. Now, if you ask me, this new woman across the street and down two houses, Kit Random, that her name? She is, to put it mildly, a woman of action."
Everybody on the porch looked.
There was Kit Random with a flower in her hand, in the garden. There she was drawing the shade in the upstairs window. There fanning herself in the cool dark doorway of her front porch. There making mosquito-delicate etchings under a lemon-colored hurricane lamp at night. There throwing clay on a potter's wheel early mornings, singing in a loud clear-water voice. There shoving dozens of ashtrays into a kiln she had built of bricks. And again you saw her baking pies for God knows who in her empty house and setting them to cool in windowsills so men on the far side of the street crossed over, noses lifted, passing. Then, when the sun set, she swung in a great hairy hemp swing she had tied to the vast oak in her backyard. About nine at night, carrying a crank phonograph like the white Victrola dog in her hands, she'd come out, crank up the machine, put on a record, and swing in the giant child's swing, being a poor butterfly or a red red robin hop hop hoppingalong.
"Yes," said Mrs. Tiece. "She's either a very shrewd woman up to her feminine tricks or—" And here she debated a moment. "She's that little bird that comes out of the clock … that little bird that comes out of the clock … "
All along the street, women tapped their heads with knowing forefingers and looked over her fence, like women peering over a cliff, ready to scream at how high up they were, but all they saw was the nine o'clock backyard, as dim as a cavern full of sprouting leaves, starred with flowers, the phonograph hissing and clearing its throat before launching itself down the grooves of "June Night" or "Poor Butterfly." And there, with the regularity of an unseen, but nevertheless ticking pendulum, back and forth, one arm up to cushion her pink little pillow of cheek, sighing quietly to herself, was Kit Random, swinging in her swing, in rhythm to the things the phonograph said were poor about the butterfly or nice about the June night.
"Where's she from?"
"No one knows."
"What's she doing here?"
"No one knows."
"How long's she going to stay?"
"Go askher!"
The facts were simple enough. The house had been unrented for a year, and then it was rented. One April afternoon a large moving van drove up and two men ran in and out, like Keystone Cops, the nearest thing to collision,but always skidding around each other witha fast-action routine of clocks, lamps, chairs, tables, and urns. In what seemed a minute they had driven away. The house was left alone, unoccupied. Mrs. Coles had walked by it four times and peered in, and only seen that the moving men had hung the pictures, spread the rugs, adjusted the furniture, and made everything womanly and neat before they had come running out to go away. There was the nest, waiting for the bird.
And promptly at seven o'clock, just after supper, when everyone could see her, up drove Kit Random in a yellow taxicab, and moved into the waiting house, alone.
"Where's Mr. Random?" asked everyone. "There isn't any."
"Divorced, that's what she is, divorced. Or maybe her husband dead. A widow, that's better. Poor thing." But there was Kit Random smiling at every window and every porch, on her way to buy T-bone steaks, tomato soup, and dishwater soap, not looking tired, not looking sad, not looking alone, but looking as if a company of clowns lived with her by day, and a handsome film gentleman with a waxed mustache by night.
"But no one ever comesnearher place. At first I thought, well … " Mrs. Coles hesitated. "A woman living alone. Oh,youknow. But there hasn't even been an iceman close. So there's only one thing to figure: as someone said, she's that bird that comes out of the clock. Four times an hour," she added.
At that very moment, Miss Kit Random called to the ladies, now her voice up in the soft green trees, now up in the blue sky on the opposite side of the yard. "Ladies?"
Their heads twisted. Their ears prickled.
"Ladies," called Miss Kit Random, in flight. "I've come to get me a man. That'sit,ladies!"
All the ladies backed off to their houses.
 
It was the next afternoon that they found Mr. Tiece over in Miss Kit Random's front yard playing marbles. Mrs. Tiece put up with it for about two minutes and thirty-five seconds and then came across the street, almost on roller skates.
"Well, what're wedoing?" she demanded of the two hunched-down figures.
"Just a moment." A marble spun bright under Henry Tiece's thumb. Other marbles spat against each other and clacked away.
"Looks like you won," said Kit Random. "You're darned good at mibs, Hank."
"It's been years." Mr. Tiece glanced uneasily at his wife's ankle. She had veins like runners of light blue ink on her legs. It looked like the map of Illinois. Desplaines River here, Mississippi there. He scanned up as far as Rock Island when his wife said:
"Isn't it a little strange playing marbles?"
"Strangething?" Mr. Tiece dusted himself off. "Iwon!"
"What you going to do with them marbles?"
"It's not what Idowith them, it's victory thatcounts."
Mrs. Tiece glared at them as if they were toadstools. "Thanks for giving Henry a game."
"Anytime, Clara, anytime," said Kit Random.
"I'll just leave these with you." Henry handed over the marbles hastily. "No room at my place."
"I want you to cut the grass," said Mrs. Tiece.
He and Mrs. Tiece sort of walked across the street, he not looking at her, she keeping up so he walked faster, she increasing her pace, he increasing his until they almost leaped up the porch steps. He ran to the door first, she tailed after. The door-slam was such that birds abandoned their nests three houses down.
 
The next incident occurred exactly an hour later. Mr. Tiece was out mowing the lawn, his eyes fixed to the rotating machine and each of one hundred clover blossoms, all with tiny heads like Mrs. Tiece. He cut furiously east, west, north, south, perspiring and wiping his brow as Mrs. Tiece shouted, "Don't miss the outer drive! And down the middle, you missed a ridge. Watch that stone, you'll ruin the cutter!"
Exactly at two o'clock two trucks drove up in front of Miss Kit Random's house and a couple of laborers began tossing dirt out of Miss Random's lawn. By four o'clock they poured a solid sheet of cement all over Miss Random's yard.
At five o'clock, the truck drove off, taking Miss Kit Random's lawn with it, at which point Miss Kit Random waved over to Mr. Tiece. "Won't have to mow this lawn again for a couple years I guess!" She laughed.
Mr. Tiece started to laugh back when he sensed someone hidden inside the dark screen door. Mr. Tiece ducked inside. This time, with the door-slam, two potted geraniums fell off the porch rail.
 
"The nerve of that woman."
"Did it on purpose."
"Trying to make us look like slave drivers. Putting cement over her lawn. Giving Mr. Tiece ideas. Well, we're not cementingourlawn, he'll cut it every week, or my name isn't Clara Moon Tiece!"
The three ladies snorted over their knitting.
"Seems like some sort of plot to me," said Mrs. Coles. "Look at her backyard, a jungle, nothing in its right place."
"Tell us about the marble game again, Clara."
"Good grief. There he was down on his knees, both laughing. I—wait a minute. Youhearsomething?"
It was twilight, just after supper, and the three women on Mrs. Coles' porch right next door. "That Clock Woman's out in her backyard again, laughing."
"Swinging in her swing?"
"Listen. Shh!"
"I haven't done this inyears!" a man's voice laughed. "Always wanted to, but folks think you're crazy! Hey!"
"Who's that?" cried Mrs. Coles.
The three women clapped their hands to their thumping chests and lurched to the far end of the porch, panicked excursioners on a sinking ship.
"Here you go!" cried Kit Random, giving a push.
And there in her backyard going up in the green leaves one way, then down and swooping up on the other, in the twilight air was a laughing man.
"Don't that sound a bit like your Mr. Coles?" one of the ladies wondered.
 
"The idea!"
"Oh, Fanny."
"Theidea!"
"Oh, Fanny, go to sleep," said Mr. Coles in bed. The room was warm and dark. She sat like a great lump of ice cream glowing in the dim room at eleven o'clock.
"Ought to be run out of town."
"Oh, for God's sake." He punched his pillow. "It was just a backyard swing, haven't swung in years. Big damn swing, plenty hefty to ride a man. You left me to finish the dishes so you could go out and blather with those hens, I went to toss out the garbage and there she was swinging in the swing and I said how nice it looked and she said did I want to try? So, by God, I just climbed over to pump myself up for a ride."
"And cackling like an idiot rooster."
"Not cackling, damn it, but laughing. I wasn't pinching her behind, was I?" He punched his pillow twice more and rolled over.
In his sleep she heard him mumble, "Best damn swing I ever swung," which set her off into a new fit of weeping.
 
It remained only for Mr. Clements to jump off the cliff the next afternoon. Mrs. Clements found him blowing bubbles on Miss Kit Random's back garden wall, discussing the formation, clarity, and coloration of same with her. Her phonograph was warbling an old tune from World War I sung by the Knickerbocker Quartet titled "The Worst Is Yet to Come." Mrs. Clements acted out the song's words by grabbing Mr. Clements by the ear and lugging him off.
"That woman's yard," said Mrs. Coles, Mrs. Clements, and Mrs. Tiece, "is, as of this hour, day, and minute, forbidden territory."
"Yes, dear," said Mr. Coles, Mr. Clements, and Mr. Tiece,
"You are not to say good morning or good night, Nurse, to her," said Mrs. Coles, Mrs. Clements, and Mrs. Tiece.
"Of course not, dear," said the husbands behind their newspapers.
"Youhearme?"
"Yes, sweetheart," came the chorus. From then on Mr. Coles, Mr. Clements, and Mr. Tiece could be seen mowing lawns, fixing lights, trimming hedges, painting doors, cleaning windows, washing dishes, digging bulbs, watering trees, fertilizing flowers, rushing to work, rushing back, bending, flexing, running, pausing, reaching, busy at a thousand and one tasks with a thousand and one perspirations.
Whereas in Kit Random's clocks had stopped, flowers died or went insane with abundance. Doorknobs fell off if you tapped them, trees shed their leaves in mid-summer for lack of water; paint flaked from doors, and the electric light-system, burnt out, was replaced with candles rammed in wine jugs: a paradise of neglect, a beautiful chaos.
Somewhere along the line Mrs. Coles, Mrs. Clements and Mrs. Tiece were stunned at the pure unadulterated nerve of Kit Random shoving notes in their mailboxes during the night, inviting them to come by at four next day for poisoned tea.
They absolutely refused.
Andwent.
Kit Random poured them all the orange pekoe which was her favorite and then sat back, smiling.
"It was nice of you ladies to come," she said.
The ladies nodded grimly.
"There's a lot for us to talk about," she added.
The ladies waited stone-cold, leaning toward the door.
"I feel you don't understand me at all," said Kit Random. "I feel I must explain everything."
They waited.
"I'm a maiden lady with a private income."
"Lookssuspiciouslyprivate to me," observed Mrs. Tiece.
"Suspiciously," echoed Mrs. Cole.
Mrs. Clements was about to toss her teabag in the cup when Kit Random uncorked a laugh.
"I can see no matter what I say you'll add sugar lumps and stir your spoons so loud I can't be heard."
"Try us," said Mrs. Tiece.
Kit Random reached over to pick up a shiny brass tube and twist it.
"What'sthat?" asked all three at once and then covered their mouths as if embarrassed not one of them had said anything original.
"One of them toy kaleidoscopes." Kit Random shut one eye to squint through the odd-colored shards. "Right now I'm examining your gizzards. Know whatI find?"
"How could we possibly care?" cried Mrs. Clements. The others nodded at her snappy retort.
"I see a solid potato." Kit Random fixed the device to X-ray Mrs. Tiece, then moved to the others. "A rutabaga and a nice round turnip. No innards, stomach, spleen, or heart. I've listened. No pulse, just solid flesh, fit to burst your corsets. And your tongues? Not connected to your cerebral cortex … "
"Our cerebralwhat?" cried Mrs. Tiece, offended.
"Cortex.Not as off-color as it sounds. And I've made a brave decision. Don't get up."
The three women squirmed in their chairs and Kit Random said:
"I'm going to take your husbands, one by one. I'm going to, in the words of the old song, steal their hearts away. Or what's there if you left any on the plate. I've decided that flimsy-whimsy as I am, I'll be a darn sight better midnight or high-noon companion than all of you in a bunch. Don't speak, don't leave. I'm almost done. There's nothing you can do to stop me. Oh, yes, one thing. Love these fine men. But I don't think it crossed your minds, it's so long ago. Look at their faces. See how they crush their straw hats down hard over their ears and grind their teeth in their sleep. Heck, I can hear it way overhere! And make fists when they walk, with no one to hit. So stand back, don't even try to interfere. And how will I do it? With cribbage and dead man's poker, and miniature golf in my garden, I'll pull flowers to sink par-three holes. Then there's blackjack, dominoes, checkers, chess, beer and ice cream, hot dogs noons, hamburgers midnights, phonograph moonlight dancing, fresh beds, clean linens, singing in the shower allowed, litter all week, clean up on Sundays, grow a mustache or beard, go barefoot at croquet. When the beer stops, gin stays. Hold on! Sit!" Kit Random lectured on:
"I can see what you think, you got faces like sieves. No, I'm not the Hoor of Babylon, nor the Tart from Le Petit Trianon, which, incidentally, isnota movie-house. I am a traveling Jungle Gym, first cousin to a sideshow, never a beauty, almost a freak. But one day years back, I decided not to makeoneman sad but ahandfulhappy! I found I was trying to win all the time, which is an error beyond most women's imagination. If you make a man lose all the time, hell, he'll go play golf or handball and loseright.At least he can add itup! So I started out, two years in Placerville, three in Tallahassee and Kankakee until I ran out of steam or my rolling stock rusted. What was my great secret? Not playing Par-cheesi, or Uncle Wiggily says jump back three hops to the henhouse, no. It waslosing.Don't yousee? I learned how to cheat and lose. Menlikethat. They know what you're up to, sure, but pretend not to notice and the more you lose the more they love. Next thing you know you got 'em bound head and foot with just plain old self-destruction pinochle or I'm-dead-send-flowers hopscotch. You can get a man to jump rope if you convince him he's the greatest jumper since the Indian rope trick. So you go on losing and find you've won all along as the men tip their hat to you at breakfast, put down the stock-market quotes andtalk!
"Stop fidgeting! I'm almost out of gas. Will you get your halfway loved ones back? Mebbe. Mebbe not. A year from now I'll check to see if you've watched and learned from my show-and-tell. I'll give you the loan of those lost but now found souls and once a year after that bus back through to see if you're losing proper in order to learn to laugh. Meanwhile, there's nothing you can do, starting this very second. Now, consider I've just fired off a gun. Go home. Bake pies. Make meatballs. But it won't work. The pies will fall flat and the meatballs? Dead on arrival. Because you arm-wrestle them to the table and spoil men's appetites. And don't lock your doors. Let the poor beasts run. Like you've excused."
"We've just begun to fight!" cried all three and then, confused at their echoes, almost fell down the porch stairs.
Well, that was the true end. There was no war, not even a battle or half a skirmish. Every time the ladies glanced around they found empty rooms and quietly shut on tiptoes front doors.
But what really scalded the cat and killed the dog was when three strange men showed up half-seen in the twilight one late afternoon and caused the wives to pull back, double-lock their doors, and peer through their lace curtains.
"Okay, open up!" the three men cried.
And hearing voices from today's breakfast, the wives unlocked the doors to squint out.
"Henry Tiece?"
"Robert Joe Clements, what—?"
"William Ralph Cole, is thatyou?"
"Who the hell do youthinkit is!"
Their wives stood back to watch the almost hairless wonders pass.
"My God," said Mrs. Tiece.
"What?" said Mrs. Clements.
"What have you done to your hair?"
"Nothing," said all three husbands. "Shedid."
The wives circled their relatives by marriage.
"I didn't recognize you," gasped Mrs. Tiece.
"You weren'tsupposedto!"
And so said all the rest.
Adding, "How youlikeit?"
"It's not the man I married," they said.
"Damn tootin'!"
And at last, almost in chorus, though in separate houses:
"You going to change yournameto fit thehaircut?"
The last night of the month, Mr. Tiece was found in his upper-stairs bedroom packing a grip. Mrs. Tiece clutched a doorknob and held on. "Where you going?"
"Business."
"Where?"
"A ways."
"Going to be gone long?"
"Hard to say," he said, packing a shirt.
"Two days?" she asked.
"Maybe."
"Three days?"
"Where's my blue necktie? The one with the white mice on it."
"I never did like that necktie."
"Would you mind finding the blue necktie with the white mice on it for me?"
She found it.
"Thank you." He knotted it, watching himself in the mirror. He brushed his hair and grimaced to see if he had brushed his teeth.
"Fourdays?" she asked.
"In all probability," he said.
"Aweekthen?" She smiled wildly.
"You can almost bet on it," he said, examining his fingernails.
"Eat good meals now, not just quick sandwiches."
"I promise."
"Get plenty of sleep!"
"I'll get plenty of sleep."
"And be sure to phone every night. Have you got your stomach pills with you?"
"Won't need the stomach pills."
"You'vealwaysneeded the stomach pills." She ran to fetch them. "Now, you just take these stomach pills."
He took and put them in his pocket. He picked up his two suitcases.
"And be sure and call me every night," she said.
He went downstairs with her after.
"And don't sit in any draughts."
He kissed her on the brow, opened the front door, went out, shut the door.
At almost the same instant, so it couldn't have been coincidence, Mr. Cole and Mr. Clements plunged, blind with life, off their front porches, risking broken legs or ankles to be free, and raced out to mid-street where they all but collided with Mr. Tiece.
They glanced at each other's faces and luggage and in reverberative echoes cried:
"Where're you going?"
"What'sthat?"
"My suitcase."
"My valise."
"My overnight case!"
"Do you realize this is the first time we've met in the middle of the street since Halloween twenty years ago?"
"Hell, this fs Halloween!"
"Yeah! For what? Trick or treat?"
"Let's go see!"
And unerringly, with no chart, map, or menu, they turned with military abruptness and headlong sparked Kit Random's yardwide cement with their heels.
In the next week the sounds that abounded in Kit Random's abode might as well have been a saloon bowling alley. In just a handful of days, three various husbands visited at nine, ten, then ten after midnight, all with smiles like fake celluloid teeth hammered in place. The various wives checked their breaths for liquid sustenance but inhaled only tart doses of medicinal mint; the men wisely gargled mid-street before charging up to confront their fortress Europas.
As for the disdained and affronted wives, what culinary battlements did they rear up? What counterattacks ensued? And if small battles, or skirmishes, were fought, did victories follow?
The problem was that the husbands backing off and then headlong racing off let all of the hot air out of their houses. Only cold air remained, with three ladies delivered out of ice floes, refrigerated in their corsets, stony of glance and smile that in delivering victuals to the table caused frost to gather on the silverware. Hot roast beef became tough icebox leftovers two minutes from the oven. As the husbands glanced sheepishly up from their now more infrequent meals, they were greeted with displays of glass eyes like those in the optician's downtown window at midnight, and smiles that echoed fine porcelain when they opened and shut to let out what should have been laughter but was pure death rattle.
And then at last a night came when three dinners were laid on three tables by candlelight and no one came home and the candles snuffed out all by themselves, while across the way the sound of horseshoes clanking the stake or, if you really listened close, taffy being pulled, or Al Jolson singing, "Hard-hearted Hannah, the vamp of Savannah, I don't mean New Orleans," made the three wives count the cutlery, sharpen the knives, and drink Lydia Pinkham's Female Remedy long before the sun was over the yardarm.
But the last straw that broke the camel herd was the men ducking through a whirlaround garden sprinkler one untimely hot autumn night and, seeing their wives in a nearby window, they yelled, "Come onin,the water'sfine!"
All three ladies gave the window a grand slam.
Which knockedfiveflowerpots off rails, skedaddled six cats, and had ten dogs howling at no-moon-in-the-sky halfway to dawn.
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That Old Dog Lying in the Dust
They say that Mexicali has changed. They say it has many people and more lights and the nights are not so long there anymore and the days are better.
But I will not go see.
For I remember Mexicali when it was small and alone and like an old dog lying out in the dust in the middle of the road. And if you drove up and honked it just lay there and twitched its tail and smiled with its rusty brown eyes.
But most of all I remember a lost-and-gone one-ring Mexican circus.
In the late summer of 1945, with the war ending beyond the world somewhere, and tires and gas rationed, a friend called to ask if I would like to ramble down past the Salton Sea to Calexico.
We headed south in a beat-up Model A which steamed and seeped brown rust-water when we stopped in the late hot afternoon to skinny-dip in the cool irrigation canals that make the desert green along the Mexican border. That night we drove across into Mexico and ate cold watermelon in one of those palm-fringed outdoor stands where whole families gather happy and loud and spitting black seeds.
We strolled the unlit border town, barefoot, treading the soft brown talcum dust of its unpaved summer roads.
The warm dust blew us around a corner. The little one-ring Mexican circus lay there: an old tent full of moth holes and half-sewn wounds, propped up from within by an ancient set of dinosaur bones.
Two bands played.
One was a Victrola which hissed "La Cucaracha" from two black funeral horns buried high in the trees.
The second band was mortal flesh. It consisted of a bass-drummer who slammed his drum as if killing his wife, a tuba player sunk and crushed in brass coils, a trumpeter with a pint of sour saliva in his horn, and a trap-drummer whose effervescent palsy enabled him to gunshot everyone: musicians quick or musicians dead. Their mouth-to-mouth breathing brought forth "La Raspa."
To both calamities, my friend and I crossed the warm night-wind street, a thousand crickets frolicking at our pants cuffs.
The ticket-seller raved into his wet microphone. Volcanoes of clowns, camels, trapeze acrobats waited just inside to fall upon us! Think!
We thought. In a mob of young, old, well-dressed, poor, we hustled to buy tickets. At the entrance a tiny lady with great white piano-teeth fried tacos and tore tickets. Under her faded shawl, starlight spangled. I knew that soon she would shed her moth wings to become a butterfly, eh? She saw my face guess this. She laughed. She tore a taco in half, handed it to me, laughed again.
Pretending nonchalance, I ate my ticket.
Inside was a single ring around which were tiered three hundred slat-board seats cleverly built to kill the spines of plain meadow-beast folk like us. Down circling the ring stood two dozen rickety tables and chairs where sat the town aristocrats in their licorice-dark suits with black ties. There also sat their proper wives and uncomfortable children, all meticulous, all quiet as behooves the owners of the town cigar store, the town store that sells liquor, or the best car mechanic in Mexicali.
The show was to start at eight p.m. or as soon as the tent was full; by rare luck, the tent was full by eight-thirty. The extravaganzas lit their fuses. A whistle shrieked. The musicians, outside, flung down their instruments and ran.
They reappeared, some in coveralls to haul rope, others as clowns to bounce across the ring.
The ticket-seller lurched in, bringing with him the Victrola which he banged onto a band platform near the ring. In a great shower of sparks and minor explosions, he plugged it in, looked around, shrugged, spun a record, poised the needle. We could have either a live band or live acrobats and trapeze artists. We chose the latter.
The huge circus began—small.
Now a sword-swallower choked on a sword, sprayed kerosene in a gout of flame, and wandered out to applause from five small girls.
Three clowns knocked each other across the ring and bounded off to aching silence.
Then, thank God, the little woman leaped into the ring.
I knew those spangles. I sat up swiftly. I knew those vast teeth, those quick brown eyes.
It was the taco-seller!
But now she was—
The beer-keg juggler!
She rolled flat on her back. She shouted. The sword-swallower tossed a red-white-green keg. She caught it deftly with her white ballet-slippered feet. She spun it, as a John Philip Sousa record beat hell out of the tent canvas with a big brass swatter. The tiny lady kicked the whirling keg twenty feet up. By the time it fell to crush her, she was gone, running.
"Hey!Andale!Vamanos! Ah!"
Out beyond in the dusting night I could see the colossal grand parade corseting itself together, girding its gouty loins. A small mob of men was leaning against what looked like an irritable camel out by the watermelon stands. I thought I heard the camel curse. I knew I saw its lips move with obscene belches. Were they or were they not slipping a stomach belt on the beast?Didit have multiple hernias?
But now one of the sweating rope-haulers jumped on the bandstand, crammed a red fez on his head, mouthed the trombone in a great wail. A new record trumpeted like a herd of elephants.
The great parade dusted in, led and followed by ten million crickets who had nothing else to do.
First in the parade was a donkey led by a fourteen-year-old boy in blue overalls with an Arabian Nights turban over his eyes. Then six dogs ran in, barking. I suspected that the dogs, like the crickets, had gotten tired of the nearest street corner and came every night to volunteer their services. There they were, anyway, dashing about, watching from the corners of their eyes to see if we saw them. We did. That drove them wild. They cavorted and yipped and danced until their tongues hung out their mouths like bright red ties.
This, for the first time, stirred the audience. As one, we burst into shouts and applause. The dogs went mad. They bit their tails on the way out.
Next came an old horse with a champanzee on his back, picking his nose and showing results to all. More applause from the children.
And then, the grandest part of the sultan's vast parade.
The camel.
It was a high-society camel.
Which is to say that while it was patched at the seams, needled and glued together with bits of yellow thread and old hemp, with floppy turrets, torn flanks, and bleeding gums, it nevertheless had one of those looks which say, I smell bad but you smell worse. That mask of utter disdain which only rich old women and dying dromedaries share.
My heart leaped.
Riding on the back of this beast, in charge of tinsel, was the tiny woman who had taken tickets, sold tacos, juggled beer kegs, and was now—
Queen of Sheba.
Flashing her lighthouse-smile to all, she waved a salute as she rode between the coming-and-going tides of camel-humps, jolting.
I shouted.
For, half round the ring, the camel, seized with an earthquake of arthritis, collapsed.
It fell as if its tendons were chopped.
With a ridiculous leer, with a grimace that begged our pardon, the camel crashed like a wall of canvas and dung.
It knocked one of the ringside tables flat. Beer bottles shattered amidst one elegant funeral-director husband, his hysterical wife, and two sons made joyous by this event which they would tell about for the rest of their lives.
The tiny lady with the big teeth, waving bravely, smiling her own pardon, went down with the ship of the desert.
Somehow she retained her seat. Somehow she was not rolled on or crushed. Pretending that nothing whatsoever was wrong, she continued to wave and smile as the various rope-haulers, trombone players, and trapeze artists, half-in half-out of their new-old disguises, ran to butt, kick, pummel, and spit on the eye-rolling beast. Meanwhile the rest of the parade circled the ring, making a wide detour around this point of collapse.
Getting the camel put back together this leg here, that joint there, and the neck, so! was like putting up an Arab tent in a hurricane. No sooner had these sweating architects established one leg and nailed it to the earth, than another leg creaked and broke apart.
The camel's humps flopped in opposite directions, wildly. The little woman stayed bravely sidesaddle. The phonograph brass-band pulsed, and at last the camel was reassembled; the great homely jigsaw of bad breath and Band-Aid-covered pelt reared up to shamble, walking wounded, drunk and disorderly, threatening to crack yet other tables flat, one last time around the ring.
The tiny lady way up there on the smelly dune of beast waved a final time. The audience cheered. The parade limped out. The trombone player rushed over to the platform to shut the fanfare off.
I found that I was standing, my mouth open and aching, my lungs raw with shouts of encouragement I had not heard myself give. I saw that there were dozens of others, like myself, who had been caught up in the despair of the woman and the embarrassment of the camel. Now we all sat down, giving each other quick proud looks, glad for happy endings. The band shuffled back in, wearing gold epaulettes on their work-coveralls. They struck a brass note.
"The Great Lucretia! The Butterfly of Berlin!" cried the ringmaster, appearing for the first time by the very proper tables, his trumpet hidden behind his back. "Lucretia!"
Lucretia danced out.
But of course it was not just Lucretia who danced, but tiny Melba and Roxanne and Ramona Gonzales. With many hats, many costumes, she ran with the same vast piano smile. Oh, Lucretia, Lucretia, I thought.
O woman who rides camels that fail, O woman who juggles kegs and rips tacos—
O woman, I added, who tomorrow will drive one of those flimsy tin locust-scourge trucks across the Mexican desert toward some lonely town inhabited by 200 dogs, 400 cats, 1,000 candles, and 200 forty-watt bulbs, plus 400 people. And of those 400 people, 300 will be old women and old men, 80 will be children and 20 young women waiting for young men who will never come back from across the desert where they have vanished toward San Luis Potosi, Juarez, and sea-bottoms dry and empty and baked to salt. And here comes the circus, packed in a few grasshopper-plague cars, flicking, rattling, jouncing over the pothole roads, squashing tarantulas to strawberry phlegm, crushing slow dogs to tarpaulin papier-mache shapes left to flake at high noon on an empty turnpike, and the circus, not looking back, gone.
And this small woman, I thought, why, she is almost the whole thing. Ifsheever dies ...
Ta-ta! said the orchestra, calling me back from reveries of dust and sun.
A silver buckle flew down out of the tent sky on a fishing line. It had come to fish for—her!
She attached the silver buckle to her smile.
"Oh my God, look!" said my friend. "She … she's goingto—fly!"
The tiny woman with the biceps of a truck driver and the legs of a six-day bike-rider jumped.
God, on his long fishing line, drew her whizzing into the brown flapping-tent sky.
The music soared with her.
Applause shattered the air.
"How high would you say she is?" whispered my friend.
I would not answer. Twenty feet, maybe twenty-five.
But somehow, with this tent and these people and this night, it seemed a hundred.
And then, the tent began to die. Or rather the Smile began to collapse the tent.
Which is to say, the teeth of the tiny woman attached to the silver buckle pulling one way, toward the center of the earth, caused all the tent-poles to groan. Wire hummed. The canvas boomed like a drum.
The audience gasped and stared.
The Butterfly spun and whirled in her bright unfurled cocoon.
But the ancient tent gave up. Like a hairy mammoth despairing of his bones, the tent leaned, wishing to roll over and sleep.
The men holding to the rope, which had yanked the Smile, the Teeth, and Head, the Body of the brave little muscled woman fifteen and then twenty feet into the air, these men now alsogazedup in terror. The poles would crush, the canvas smother their insignificant lives. Their eyes flicked to the ringmaster who snapped his whip and cried "Higher!" as if there was somewhere yet to go. She was almost to the top of the tent now and all the poles were vibrating, shaking, leaning. The orchestra brassed out a single note as if to summon an evil wind. The wind came. Outside in the night, a very dry Santa Ana indeed arrived, picked up the skirts of the tent, let the night peer under, blew a vast whiff of hot oven air in on us with dust and crickets, and fled.
The tent boomed its canvas. The crowd shivered.
"Higher!" cried the ringmaster, bravely. "Finale! The Great Lucretia!" Then he hissed in an explosive aside: "Lucy,vamanos!" Which translates to: "God sleeps, Lucy. Down!"
But she gave an impatient shake, twist, ripple of her entire muscled Mickey Rooney body. She shed her wings. She became an angry hornet cutting swathes. She spun faster, divesting herself of silks. The band played "Dance of the Seven Veils." She whipped off layer on layer of red, blue, white, green! With a series of amazing metamorphoses she spellbound our uplifted eyes.
"Madre de Dios,Lucretia!" cried the ringmaster.
For the canvas heaved, exhaled. The tent skeleton groaned. The angle-pullers, the rope-haulers shut their eyes, moaning, afraid to see that insanity in the air.
Lucy-Lucretia snapped both hands. Zap! A Mexican flag, an American flag sprang from nowhere into her fingers. Crick!
The band, seeing this, played the Mexican national anthem (four bars), and ended with Francis Scott Key (two).
The audience clapped, yelled! With luck, that midget dynamo would be down on the earth instead of the tent down on our heads!Ole!
The three ropemen let her drop.
She fell a full ten feet before they remembered she had no net. They seized the smoking rope again. You could smell their burning skin. Devil's fire leaped from their palms. They laughed with pain.
The little toy lady hit the sawdust, her smile still attached to the buckle. She reached up, unplucked the rope, and stood waving the two bright flags at the gone-mad crowd.
The tent, relieved of 110 pounds of mighty muscle, sighed. Through the many moth holes in the gray-brown canvas skin, I saw a thousand stars twinkling in celebration. The circus was to live for yet another day.
Pursued by a tidal wave of applause, the Smile and the tiny lady who owned it ran along the sawdust shore, gone.
Now: the finale.
Now, an act which would put out our lives, blow out our souls, destroy our sanity by its beauty, terror, weight, power, and imagination!
So said a rope-hauler over the lilyhorns!
The rope-hauler waved his trumpet. The band fell in a heap of super-induced affection upon a triumphal march.
The lion-tamer, in a banging cloud of pistol-fire, bounded into the ring.
He wore a white African hunter's helmet, a Clyde Beatty blouse and puttees, and Frank Buck boots.
He cracked a black whip. He fired his pistol to wake us up. The air was filled with an immense bloom of scent.
But under the shadow of his white helmet, and behind his fierce new mustache, I saw the face of the ticket-seller out front an hour ago, and the eyes of the ringmaster.
Another pistol crack. Ta!
The round lion-tamer's cage, hidden until now under a bright tarpaulin toward the rear of the tent, was revealed as its brilliant cover was yanked off.
The ring-attendants came trudging in, pulling a crate inside which we could smell a single lion. This they pushed up to the far side of the cage. Doors were opened. The lion-tamer leaped into the main cage, slammed the door, and fired his weapon at the open door of the lion's shadowy crate.
"Leo!Andale!" cried the tamer.
The audience leaned forward.
But … no Leo.
He was asleep somewhere in that small portable crate.
"Leo!Vamanos!Andale! Presto!" The tamer snapped in through the small crate door with his whip, like someone turning meat on a tired spit.
A big fluff of yellow mane rolled over with an irritable mumble.
"Gah!" The pistol was next fired into the deaf old lion's ear.
There was a most deliciously satisfying roar.
The audience beamed and settled back.
Leo suddenly manifested in the crate door. He blinked into the damned light. And he was—
The oldest lion I have ever seen.
It was a beast come forth from a retirement farm in the Dublin Zoo on a bleak day in December. So wrinkled was his face, it was a smashed window, and his gold was old gold left out in the long rains and beginning to run.
The lion needed glasses, this we could guess from his furious blinking and squinting. Some of his teeth had fallen out in his breakfast gruel only that morning. His ribs could be seen under his mangy pelt which had the look of a welcome mat trampled on by a billion lion-tamers' feet.
There was no more outrage in him. He was angered out. There was only one thing to do. Fire his pistol into the beast's left nostril—bang! "Leo."
Roar! went the lion. Ah! said the audience. The drummer stirred up a storm on his snare drum.
The lion took a step. The tamer took a step. Suspense!
Then a dreadful thing ...
The lion opened his mouth and yawned.
Then an even more dreadful thing ...
A small boy, no more than three years old, somehow freed from his mother's clutch, left the elite table at the edge of the ring and toddled forward across the sawdust toward the monstrous iron cage. Cries filled the tent: No, no! But before anyone could move, the small boy plunged laughing forward and seized the bars.
No! came the gasp.
But worse still, the little boy shook not just two bars, but theentirecage.
With the littlest move of his tiny pink-brown fists, the boy threatened to topple the whole jungle edifice.
No! cried everyone silently, leaning forward, gesticulating at the boy with fingers and eyebrows.
The lion-tamer, with his whip and pistol upraised, sweated, waited.
The lion exhaled through his fangless mouth, eyes shut.
The small boy gave the bars a last rattling shake of terrible Doom.
Just as his father, in one swift run, scooped him up, half hid him under his Sunday coat, and retreated to the nearest formal table.
Bang! The audience exhaled, collapsed in relief, the lion roared, circled round after its own tail, and leaped upon a flake-painted pedestal, there to rear up on its hind feet.
By now, the shaken cage had stopped trembling.
Bang! The tamer fired into that vast yellow-sun face. The lion blazed a real scream of anguish and leaped! The tamer ran pell-mell. The lion raced. The tamer reached the cage door, with the lion not one pace behind. The audience shrieked. The tamer flung the door wide, spun, fired, bang, bang! then out, clang! and the door locked safe, he whipped his toupee off, flung his pistol to earth, cracked his whip, and smiled a smile that swallowed us all!
Roar! That's what the crowd did. On its feet, it imitated the lion-beast. Roar!
The show was over.
The two bands were playing outside in-the watermelon-eating dust-blowing cricket-jumping night and the audience was going out and my friend and I sat for a long while until we were almost alone in the moth-eaten tent through which the stars moved yet new bright constellations into place and would continue to move their small strange fires during the night. The tent flapped its wings in a hot wind of ancient applause. We went out with the last of the crowd in silence.
We looked back in at the empty ring, at the high line at the tent-top where the silver buckle waited to be attached to the Smile.
I felt a taco in my hand and looked up. There before me was the tiny lady who rode disorganized camels, juggled kegs, tore tickets, and changed from moth to butterfly each night in the small sky. Her Smile was near, her eyes searched to find the cynic in me, and found but a friend. We both had hold of opposite ends of one taco. At last she let go. With my gift, I went.
Nearby, the phonograph hissed "La Galondrina." And there stood the lion-tamer, perspiration falling from his brow to make a suit of lights where it touched his khaki shirt. Lips pressed to his horn, eyes shut, he did not see me pass.
Under dusty trees, we turned a corner, and the circus was gone.
All night the wind blew warm up out of Mexico, taking the dry land with it. All night the crickets rained on our bungalow windowpanes.
We drove north. For weeks after, I beat the hot dust out of my clothes and picked the dead crickets out of my typewriter and luggage.
And still nights, twenty-nine years later, I hear that one-ring circus playing its two bands, one real, one hiccuping on records, a long way off on a warm Santa Ana wind, and I wake and sit up in bed, alone, and it is not there.
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Thunder in the Morning
At first it was like a storm, far away, a touch of thunder, a kind of wind and a stirring. The streets had been emptied by the courthouse clock. People had looked at the great white clock face hours ago, folded their newspapers, got up from the porch swings, hooked themselves into their summer night houses, put out the lights, and settled into cool beds. All this the clock had done, just standing above the courthouse green. Now there was not a thing on the street. Overhead street lights, casting down illumination, made shines upon the asphalt. On occasion a leaf would break loose from a tree and clatter down. The night was so dark you could not see the stars. Why this was so there was no way of telling. Except that everyone's eyes were closed and that way no stars were seen, that's how dark the night was. Oh, here and there, behind a window screen, if one peered into a dark room, one might see a red point of light, nothing else; some man sitting up to feed his insomnia with nicotine, rocking in a slow rocker in the dark room. You might hear a small cough or someone turn under the sheets. But on the street there was not even a policeman swinging along with his club pointed to the earth in one hand.
From far away the small thunder began. First it was far across town. You could hear it across the ravine, going along the street over there, three blocks away across the deep blackness. It took a direction, it made square cuts, this sound of thunder, then it crossed over the ravine on the Washington Street bridge, under the owl light, and turned a corner and—there it was, at the head of the street!
And with a whiskering, brushing, sucking noise down the street between the houses and trees came the thundering metal cleaning machine of Mr. Britt. It was a tornado, funneling, driving, whispering, murmuring, feeling of the street ahead of it with big whirl-around brushes like sewer lids with rotary brushes under them, spinning, with a big rolling-pin brush turning under all the scattered trivia of the world's men, the ticket stubs from that show at the Elite tonight, and the wrapper from a chewing gum stick that now rested on top of a bureau in one of the houses, a small chewed cannonball of tasteless elasticity, and the candy wrapper from a bar now hidden and folded into the small accordion innards of a boy high in a cupola house in a magic room. All these things, streetcar transfers to Chessman Park, to Live Oak Mortuary, to North Chicago, to Zion City, giveaway handbills on hairdos at that new chromium shop on Central. All these were whiskered up by the immense moving mustache of the machine, and on top of the machine, like a great god, in his leather-metal saddle, sat Mr. Roland Britt, age thirty-seven, the strange age between yesterday and tomorrow, and he, in his way, was a duplicate of the machine upon which he rode, with his proud hands on the steering wheel. He had a little curly mustache over his mouth, and little curly hairs that seemed to rotate upon his scalp under the passing lamps, and a little sucking nose that was continually astonished with the world, sucking it all in and blowing it out the astonished mouth. And he had hands that were always taking things and never giving at all. He and the machine, very much the same. They hadn't begun that way. Britt had neverstartedto be like the machine. But after you rode it awhile it got up through your rump and spread through your system until your digestion roiled and your heart spun like a small pink top in you. But, on the other hand, neither had the machine intended being like Britt. Machines change also, and become like their masters, in imperceptible ways.
The machine was gentler than it used to be under an Irishman named Reilly. They sailed down the midnight streets together, through little streams of water ahead of them to dampen the trivia before combing it into its gullet. It was like a whale, with a mouth full of bristle, swimming in the moonlight seas, slaking in ticket minnows and gum-wrapper minnows, feeding and feeding in the silvery school of confetti that lived in the shallows of the asphalt river. Mr. Britt felt like a Greek god, even with his concave chest, bringing gentle April showers with him with the sprinklers, cleansing the world of dropped sin.
Halfway up Elm Road, whiskers bristling, great mustache hungrily eating of the street, Mr. Britt, in a fit of sport, swerved his great storm machine from one side of the street to the other, just so he could suck up a rat.
"Got him!"
Mr. Britt had seen the large running gray thing, leprous and horrible, skittering across under a lamp flare. Whisk! And the foul rodent was now inside the machine, being digested by smothering tides of paper and autumn leaf.
He went on down the lonely rivers of night, bringing and taking his storm with him, leaving fresh-whisked and wetted marks behind him.
"Me and my magical broomstick," he thought. "Me a male witch riding under the autumn moon. A good witch. The good witch of the East; wasn't that it, from the old Oz book when I was six with whooping cough in bed?"
He passed over innumerable hopscotch squares which had been made by children drunk with happiness, they were so crooked. He sucked up red playbills and yellow pencils and dimes and sometimes quarters.
"What was that?"
He turned upon his seat and looked behind.
The street was empty. Dark trees whirled past, swishing down branches to tap his brow, swiftly, swiftly. But in the midst of the stiff thunder he had thought he heard a cry for help, a kind of violent screaming.
He looked in all directions.
"No, nothing."
He rode on upon the whirl-away brooms.
"What!"
This time he almost fell from his saddle the cry was so apparent. He looked at the trees to see if some man might be up one, yelling. He looked at the pale streetlights, all bleached out with so many years of shining. He looked at the asphalt, still warm from the heat of the day. The cry came again.
They were on the edge of the ravine. Mr. Britt stopped his machine. The bristles still spun about. He stopped one rotary broom, then the other. The silence was very loud.
"Get me out of here!"
Mr. Britt stared back at the big metal storage tank of the machine.
There was a man inside the machine.
"What did you say?" It was a ridiculous thing to ask, but Mr. Britt asked it.
"Get me out of here, help, help!" said the man inside the machine.
"What happened?" asked Mr. Britt, staring.
"You picked me up in your machine!" cried the man.
"I what?"
"You fool; don't stand there talking, let me out, I'll suffocate to death!"
"But you couldn't possibly have gotten into the machine," said Mr. Britt. He stood first on one foot, then on another. He was very cold, suddenly. "A thing as big as a man couldn't fit in up through the vent, and anyway, the whiskers would have prevented you from behind taken in, and anyway I don't remember seeing you. When did this happen?"
There was a silence from the machine.
"When did this happen?" demanded Mr. Britt.
Still no answer. Mr. Britt tried to think back. The streets had been entirely empty. There had been nothing but leaves and gum-wrappers. There had been no man, anywhere. Mr. Britt was a thoroughly clear-eyed man. He wouldn't miss a pedestrian if one fell.
Still the machine remained strangely silent. "Are you there?" said Mr. Britt.
"I'm here," said the man inside, reluctantly. "And I'm suffocating."
"Answer me, when did you get inside the machine?" said Britt.
"A while ago," said the man.
"Why didn't you scream out then?"
"I was knocked unconscious," said the man, but there was a quality to his voice, a hesitation, a vagueness, a slowness. The man was lying. It came to Mr. Britt as a shock. "Open up the top," said the inside man. "For God's sake, don't stand there like a fool talking, of all the ridiculous inanities, a street cleaner at midnight talking to a man inside his machine, what would people think." He paused to cough violently and spit and sputter. "I'm choking to death, do you want to go up for manslaughter?"
But Mr. Britt was not listening. He was down on his knees looking at the metal equipment, at the brushes under the machine. No, it was quite impossible. That opening was only a foot across, under there, no man could possibly be poked up into it. And anyway he hadn't been going fast. And anyway the rotary brushes would have bounced a man ahead of the machine. And anyway, he hadn'tseena man!
He got to his feet. He noticed for the first time that the top of his forehead was all perspiration. He wiped it off. His hands were trembling. He could hardly stand up.
"Open up, and I'll give you a hundred dollars," said the man inside the machine.
"Why should you be bribing me to let you out?" said Mr. Britt. "When it is only natural that I should let you outfree,after all, if I picked you up I should let you out, shouldn't I? And yet, all of a sudden, you start offering me money, as if I didn'tintendto let you out, as if you knew that I might know a reason fornotletting you out. Why is that?"
"I'm dying," coughed the man, "and you debate. God, God, man!" There was a fierce wrestling and a pounding inside. "This place in here is full of dirt and leaves and paper. I can'tmove!"
Mr. Britt stood there. "It isnot possible," he said, clearly and firmly,atlast, "that a man could be in my machine. I know my machine. You do not belong in there. I did not ask you to be in there. It is your responsibility."
"Bend closer … "
"What?"
"Listen!"
He put his ear to the warm metal.
"I am here," whispered the high voice, the sweet high fading voice. "I am in here and I wear no clothes."
"What!"
He felt his hands jerk, his fingers twitch in on themselves. He felt his eyes squeeze up almost to blind him.
"I am in here and I have no clothes," said the voice. And after a long while, "Don't you want to see me? Don't you? Don't you want to see me? I'm in here now. I'm waiting … "
He stood by the side of the great machine for a full ten seconds. The echo of his breathing jumped off the metal a foot from his face.
"Did you hear what I said?" whispered the voice.
He nodded.
"Well then, open the lid. Let me out. It's late. Late at night. Everyone asleep. Dark. We'll be alone … "
He listened to his heart beating.
"Well?" said the voice.
He swallowed.
"What are you waiting for?" said the voice, lasciviously.
The sweat rolled down his face.
There was no answer. The fierce breathing that had been in the machine for a while now suddenly stopped. The thrashing stopped.
Mr. Britt leaned forward, put his ear to the machine.
He could hear nothing now but a kind of soft inner squeaking under the lid. And a sound like one hand, cut off from the body perhaps, moving, struggling by itself. It sounded like a small thing moving.
"I climbed in to sleep," said the man.
"Oh, now youarelying," said Mr. Britt.
He climbed up on his silent machine and sat in the leather saddle. He put his foot down to start the motor.
"What are you doing?" the voice shouted from under the lid suddenly. There was a dull stir. There was a sound as of a large body again. The heavy breathing returned. It was so sudden it made Mr. Britt almost fall from his perch. He looked back at the lid.
"No, no, I won't let you out," he said.
"Why?" cried the failing voice.
"Because," said Mr. Britt, "I have my work to do." He started the machine and the whisking thunder of the brushes and the roar of the motor drowned out the screams and shouts of the captured man. Looking ahead, eyes wet, hands hard on the wheel, Mr. Britt took his machine brooming down the silent avenues of the night town, for five minutes, ten minutes, half an hour, an hour, two hours more, sweeping and scouring and never stopping, sucking in tickets and combs and dropped soup-can labels.
At four in the morning, three hours later, he drew up before the vast rubbish heap that slid down the hill in a strange avalanche to the dark ravine. He backed the machine up to the edge of the avalanche and for a moment cut the motor.
There was not the slightest sound from inside the machine.
He waited, but there was nothing but the beat of his heart in his wrists.
He flipped a lever. The entire cargo of branches and dust and paper and tickets and labels and leaves fell back and piled in a neat pile upon the edge of the ravine. He waited until everything had slid out upon the ground. Then he flipped the lever, slamming the lid shut, looked back once at the silent mound of rubbish, and drove off down the street.
He lived only three houses from the ravine. He drove his machine up before his house, parked, and went in to bed. He lay in the quiet room, not able to sleep, from time to time getting up and going to look out the window at the ravine. Once he put his hand on the doorknob, half opened the door, shut it, and went back to bed. But he could not sleep.
It was only at seven in the morning as he was brewing some coffee, when he heard the sound, that he knew any relief. It was the sound of young Jim Smith, the thirteen-year-old boy, who lived across the ravine. Young Jim came whistling down the street, on his way to the lake to fish. Every morning he came along in mists, whistling, and always he stopped to rummage through the rubbish left by Mr. Britt to seek dimes and quarters and orange bottle caps to pin to his shirtfront. Mr. Britt moved the window curtains aside to peer out into the early dawn mists to see little Jim Smith walk jauntily by carrying a fish pole over one shoulder, and on the end of the line at the top of the fish pole, swinging back and forth like a gray pendulum in the mists, was a dead rat.
Mr. Britt drank his coffee, crept back in bed, and slept the sleep of the victorious and innocent.
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TOMBLING DAY
It was the Tombling day, and all the people had walked up the summer road, including Grandma Loblilly, and they stood now in the green day and the high sky country of Missouri, and there was a smell of the seasons changing and the grass breaking out in flowers.
"Here we are," said Grandma Loblilly, over her cane, and she gave them all a flashing look of her yellow-brown eyes and spat into the dust.
The graveyard lay on the side of a quiet hill. It was a place of sunken mounds and wooden markers; bees hummed all about in quietudes of sound and butterflies withered and blossomed on the clear blue air. The tall sunburnt men and ginghamed women stood a long silent time looking in at their deep and buried relatives.
"Well, let's get to work!" said Grandma, and she hobbled across the moist grass, sticking it rapidly, here and there, with her cane.
The others brought the spades and special crates, with daisies and lilacs tied brightly to them. The government was cutting a road through here in August and since this graveyard had gone unused in fifty years the relatives had agreed to untuck all the old bones and pat them snug somewhere else.
Grandma Loblilly got right down on her knees and trembled a spade in her hand. The others were busy at their own places.
"Grandma," said Joseph Pikes, making a big shadow on her working. "Grandma, you shouldn't be workin' on this place. This's William Simmons's grave, Grandma."
At the sound of his voice, everyone stopped working, and listened, and there was just the sound of butterflies on the cool afternoon air.
Grandma looked up at Pikes. "You think I don'tknowit's his place? I ain't seen William Simmons in sixty years, but I intend to visit him today." She patted out trowel after trowel of rich soil and she grew quiet and introspective and said things to the day and those who might listen. "Sixty years ago, and him a fine man, only twenty-three. And me, I was twenty and all golden about the head and all milk in my arms and neck and persimmon in my cheeks. Sixty years and a planned marriage and then a sickness and him dying away. And me alone, and I remember how the earth mound over him sank in the rains—"
Everybody stared at Grandma. "But still, Grandma—" said Joseph Pikes. The grave was shallow. She soon reached the long iron box.
"Gimme a hand!" she cried.
Nine men helped lift the iron box out of the earth,
Grandma poking at them with her cane. "Careful!" she shouted. "Easy!" she cried. "Now." They set it on the ground. "Now," she said, "if you be so kindly, you gentlemen might fetch Mr. Simmons on up to my house for a spell."
"We're takin' him on to the new cemetery," said Joseph Pikes.
Grandma fixed him with her needle eye. "You just trot that box right up to my house. Much obliged."
The men watched her dwindle down the road. They looked at the box, looked at each other, and then spat on their hands.
Five minutes later the men squeezed the iron coffin through the front door of Grandma's little white house and set the box down by the potbelly stove.
She gave them a drink all around. "Now, let's lift the lid," she said. "It ain't every day you see old friends."
The men did not move.
"Well, if you won't, I will." She thrust at the lid with her cane, again and again, breaking away the earth crust. Spiders went touching over the floor. There was a rich smell, like plowed spring earth. Now the men fingered the lid. Grandma stood back. "Up!" she said. She gestured her cane, like an ancient goddess. And up in the air went the lid. The men set it on the floor and turned.
There was a sound like wind sighing in October, from all their mouths.
There lay William Simmons as the dust filtered bright and golden through the air. There he slept, a little smile on his lips, hands folded, all dressed up and no place in all the world to go.
Grandma Loblilly gave a low moaning cry.
"He's all there!"
There he was, indeed. Intact as a beetle in his shell, his skin all fine and white, his small eyelids over his pretty eyes like flower petals put there, his lips still with color to them, his hair combed neat, his tie tied, his fingernails pared clean. All in all, he was as complete as the day they shoveled the earth upon his silent case.
Grandma stood tightening her eyes, her hands up to catch the breath that moved from her mouth. She couldn't see. "Where's my specs?" she cried. People searched. "Can't you find 'em?" she shouted. She squinted at the body. "Never mind," she said, getting close. The room settled. She sighed and quavered and cooed over the open box.
"He's kept," said one of the women. "He ain't crumbled."
"Things like that," said Joseph Pikes, "don't happen."
"Ithappened." said the woman.
"Sixty years underground. Stands to reason no man lasts that long."
The sunlight was late by each window, the last butterflies were settling amongst flowers to look like nothing more than other flowers.
Grandma Loblilly put out her wrinkly hand, trembling. "The earth kept him. The way the air is. That was good dry soil for keeping."
"He's young," wailed one of the women, quietly. "So young."
"Yes," said Grandma Loblilly, looking at him. "Him, lying there, twenty-three years old. And me, standing here, pushing eighty!" She shut her eyes.
"Now, Grandma," Joseph Pikes touched her shoulder.
"Yes, him lyin' there, all twenty-three and fine and party, andme—" She squeezed her eyes tight. "Me bending over him, never young agin, myself, only old and spindly, never to have a chance at being young agin. Oh, Lord! Death keeps people young. Look how kind death's been to him." she ran her hands over her body and face slowly, turning to the others. "Death's nicer than life. Why didn' I die then too? Then we'd both be young now, together. Me in my box, in my white wedding gown all lace, and my eyes closed down, all shy with death. And my hands making a prayer on my bosom."
"Grandma, don't carry on."
"I got a right to carry on! Why didn't 1 die, too? Then, when he came back, like he came today, to see me, I wouldn't: be likethis!"
Her hands went wildly to feel her lined face, to twist the loose skin, to fumble the empty mouth, to yank the gray hair and look at it with appalled eyes.
"What a fine coming-back he's had!" She showed her skinny arms. "Think that a man of twenty-three years will want the likes of a seventy-nine-year-old woman with sump-rot in her veins? I been cheated! Death kept him young forever. Look at me; didLifedo so much?"
"They're compensations," said Joseph Pikes. "He ain't young, Grandma. He's long over eighty years."
"You're a fool, Joseph Pikes. He's fine as a stone, not touched by a thousand rains. And he's come back to see me and he'll be picking one of the younger girls now. What would he want with an old woman?"
"He's in no way to fetch nuthin' offa nobody," said Joseph Pikes.
Grandma pushed him back. "Get out now, all of you! Ain't your box, ain't your lid, and it ain't your almost-husband! You leave the box here, leastwise tonight, and tomorrow you dig a new burying place."
"Awright, Grandma; he was your beau. I'll come early tomorra. Don't you cry, now."
"I'll do what my eyes most need to do."
She stood stiff in the middle of the room until the last of them were out the door. After awhile she got a candle and lit it and she noticed someone standing on the hill outside. It was Joseph Pikes. He'd be there the rest of the night, she reckoned, and she did not shout for him to go away. She did not look out the window again, but she knew he was there, and so was much better rested in the following hours.
She went to the coffin and looked down at William Simmons.
She gazed fully upon him. Seeing his hands was like seeing actions. She saw how they had been with reins of a horse in them, moving up and down. She remembered how the lips of him had clucked as the carriage had glided along with an even pacing of the horse through the meadowlands, the moonlight shadows all around. She knew how it was when those hands held to you.
She touched his suit. "That's not the same suit he was buried in!" she cried suddenly. And yet she knew it was the same. Sixty years had changed not the suit but the linings of her mind.
Seized with a quick fear, she hunted a long time until she found her spectacles and put them on.
"Why,that'snot William Simmons!" she shouted.
But she knew this also was untrue. It was William Simmons. "His chin didn't go back that far!" she cried softly, logically. "Ordidit?" And his hair, "It was a wonderful sorrel color, I remember! This hair here's just plain brown. And his nose, I don't recall it being that tippy!"
She stood over this strange man and, gradually, as she watched, she knew that this indeed was William Simmons. She knew a thing she should have known all along: that dead people are like wax memory—you take them in your mind, you shape and squeeze them, push a bump here, stretch one out there, pull the body tall, shape and reshape, handle, sculp and finish a man-memory until he's all out of kilter.
There was a certain sense of loss and bewilderment in her. She wished she had never opened the box. Or, leastwise, had the sense to leave her glasses off. She had not seen him clearly at first; just enough so she filled in the rough spots with her mind. Now, with her glasses on …
She glanced again and again at his face. It became slowly familiar. That memory of him that she had torn apart and put together for sixty years faded to be replaced by the man she hadreallyknown. And he wasfineto look upon. The sense of having lost something vanished. He was the same man, no more, no less. This was always the way when you didn't see people for years and they came back to say howdy-do. For a spell you felt so very uneasy with them. But then, at last you relaxed.
"Yes, that's you," she laughed. "I see you peeking out from behind all the strangeness. I see you all glinty and sly here and there and about."
She began to cry again. If only she could lie to herself, if only she could say, "Look at him, he don't look the same, he's not the same man I took a fetching on!" then she could feel better. But all the little inside-people sitting around in her head would rock back in their tiny rockers and cackle and say, "You ain't foolin' us none, Grandma."
Yes, how easy to deny it was him. And feel better. But she didn't deny it. She felt the great depressing sadness because here he was, young as creek water, and here she was, old as the sea.
"William Simmons!" she cried. "Don't look at me! I know you still love me, so I'll primp myself up!"
She stirred the stove-fire, quickly put irons on to heat, used irons on her hair till it was all gray curls. Baking powder whitened her cheeks! She bit a cherry to color her lips, pinched her cheeks to bring a flush. From a trunk she yanked old materials until she found a faded blue velvet dress which she put on.
She stared wildly in the mirror at herself.
"No, no." She groaned and shut her eyes. "There's nothing I can do to make me younger'n you, William Simmons! Even if I died now it wouldn't cure me of this old thing come on me, this disease—"
She had a violent wish to run forever in the woods, fall in a leaf pile and moulder down into smoking ruin with them. She ran across the room, intending never to come back. But as she yanked the door wide a cold wind exploded over her from outside and she heard a sound that made her hesitate.
The wind rushed about: the room, yanked at the coffin and pushed inside it.
William Simmons seemed to stir in his box.
Grandma slammed the door.
She moved slowly back to squint at him.
He was ten years older.
There were wrinkles and lines on his hands and face.
"William Simmons!"
During the next hour, William Simmons's face tolled away the years. His cheeks went in on themselves, like clenching a fist, like withering an apple in a bin. His flesh was made of carved pure white snow, and the cabin heat melted it. It got a charred look. The air made the eyes and mouth pucker. Then, as if struck a hammer blow, the face shattered into a million wrinkles. The body squirmed in an agony of time. It was forty, then fifty, then sixty years old! It was seventy, eighty, one hundred years! Burning, burning away! There were small whispers and leaf-crackles from its face and its age-burning hands, one hundred ten, one hundred twenty years, lined upon etched, greaved, line!
Grandma Loblilly stood there all the cold night, aching her bird bones, watching, cold, over the changing man. She was a witness to all improbabilities. She felt something finally let loose of her heart. She did not feel sad any more. The weight lifted away from her.
She went peacefully to sleep, standing against a chair.
Sunlight came yellow through the woodland, birds and ants and creek waters were moving, each as quiet as the other, going somewhere.
It was morning.
Grandma woke and looked down upon William Simmons.
"Ah," said Grandma, looking and seeing.
Her very breath stirred and stirred his bones until they flaked, like a chrysalis, like a kind of candy all whittling away, burning with an invisible fire. The bones flaked and flew, light as pieces of dust on the sunlight. Each time she shouted the bones split asunder, there was a dry flaking rustle from the box.
If there was a wind and she opened the door, he'd be blown away on it like so many crackly leaves!
She bent for a long time, looking at the box. Then she gave a knowing cry, a sound of discovery arid moved back, putting her hands first to her face and then to her spindly breasts and then traveling all up and down her arms and legs and fumbling at her empty mouth,
Her shout brought Joseph Pikes running.
He pulled up at the door only in time to see Grandma Loblilly dancing and jumping around on her yellow, high-peg shoes in a wild gyration.
She clapped her hands, laughed, flung her skirts, ran in a circle, and did a little waltz with herself, tears on her face. And to the sunlight and the flashing image of herself in the wall mirror she cried:
"I'm young! I'm eighty, but I'm younger'nhim!"
She skipped, she hopped, and she curtsied.
"There are compensations, Joseph Pikes; you was right!" she chortled. "I'm younger'nallthe dead ones in the whole world!"
And she waltzed so violently the whirl of her dress pulled at the box and whispers of chrysalis leapt on the air to hang golden and powdery amidst her shouts.
"Whee-deee!"  she cried. "Whee-heee!"
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The Tombstone
WELL, first of all there was the long trip, and the dust poking up inside her thin nostrils, and Walter, her Oklahoma husband, swaying his lean carcass in their model-T Ford, so sure of himself it made her want to spit; then they got into this big brick town that was strange as old sin, and hunted up a landlord. The landlord took them to a small room and unlocked the door.
There in the middle of the simple room sat the tombstone.
Leota's eyes got a wise look, and immediately she pretended to gasp, and thoughts skipped through her mind in devilish quickness. Her superstitions were something Walter had never been able to touch or take away from her. She gasped, drew back, and Walter stared at her with his droopy eyelids hanging over his shiny grey eyes.
'No, no,' cried Leota, definitely. 'I'm not moving in any room with any dead man!'
'Leota!' said her husband.
'What do you mean?' wondered the landlord. 'Madam, you don't — '
Leota smiled inwardly. Of course she didn't really believe, but this was her only weapon against her Oklahoma man, so — 'I mean that I won't sleep in no room with no corpse. Get him out of here!'
Walter gazed at the sagging bed wearily, and this gave Leota pleasure, to be able to frustrate him. Yes, indeed, superstitions were handy things. She heard the landlord saying, 'This tombstone is the very finest grey marble. It belongs to Mr. Whetmore.'
'The name carved on the stone is WHITE,' observed Leota coldly.
'Certainly. That's the man's name for whom the stone was carved.'
'And is he dead?' asked Leota, waiting.
The landlord nodded.
'There, yousee!' cried Leota. Walter groaned a groan which meant he was not stirring another inch looking for a room. 'It smells like a cemetery in here,' said Leota, watching Walter's eyes get hot and flinty. The landlord explained:
'Mr. Whetmore, the former tenant of this room, was an apprentice marble-cutter, this was his first job, he used to tap on it with a chisel every night from seven until ten.'
'Well — ' Leota glanced swiftly around to find Mr. Whetmore. 'Where is he? Did he die, too?' She enjoyed this game.
'No, he discouraged himself and quit cutting this stone to work in an envelope factory.'
'Why?'
'He made a mistake.' The landlord tapped the marble lettering. 'WHITE is the name here. Spelled wrong. Should be WHYTE, with a Y instead of an I. Poor Mr. Whetmore. Inferiority complex. Gave up at the least little mistake and scuttled off.'
'I'll be damned,' said Walter, shuffling into the room and unpacking the rusty-brown suitcases, his back to Leota. The landlord liked to tell the rest of the story:
'Yes, Mr. Whetmore gave up easily. To show you how touchy he was, he'd percolate coffee mornings, and if he spilled a tea-spoonful it was a catastrophe — he'd throw it all away and not drink coffee for days! Think of that! He got very sad when he made errors. If he put his left shoe on first, instead of his right, he'd quit trying and walk barefooted for ten or twelve hours, on cold mornings, even. Or if someone spelled his name wrong on his letters, he'd replace them in the mail-box marked NO SUCH PERSON LIVING HERE. Oh, he was a great one, was Mr. Whetmore!'
'That don't paddle us no further up-crick,' pursued Leota grimly. 'Walter, what're you commencing?'
'Hanging your silk dress in this closet; the red one.'
'Stop hanging, we're not staying.'
The landlord blew out his breath, not understanding how a woman could grow so dumb. 'I'll explain once more. Mr. Whetmore did his homework here; he hired a truck which carried this tombstone here one day while I was out shopping for a turkey at the grocery, and when I walked back — tap-tap-tap — I heard it all the way downstairs — Mr. Whetmore had started chipping the marble. And he was so proud I didn't dare complain. But he was so awful proud he made a spelling mistake and now he ran off without a word, his rent is paid all the way till Tuesday, but he didn't want a refund, and now I've got some truckers with a hoist who'll come up first thing in the morning. You won't mind sleeping here one night with it, now will you? Of course not.'
The husband nodded. 'You understand, Leota? Ain't no dead man under that rug.' He sounded so superior, she wanted to kick him.
She didn't believe him, and she stiffened. She poked a finger at the landlord. 'Youwant your money. And you, Walter, you want a bed to drop your bones on. Both of you are lying from the word ‘go'!'
The Oklahoma man paid the landlord his money tiredly, with Leota tonguing him. The landlord ignored her as if she were invisible, said good night and she cried 'Liar!' after him as he shut the door and left them alone. Her husband undressed and got into bed and said, 'Don't stand there staring at the tombstone, turn out the light. We been travelling four days and I'm bushed.'
Her tight criss-crossed arms began to quiver over her thin breasts. 'None of the three of us,' she said, nodding at the stone, 'will get any sleep.'
Twenty minutes later, disturbed by the various sounds and movements, the Oklahoma man unveiled his vulture's face from the bed-sheets, blinking stupidly. 'Leota, you still up? I said, a long time ago, for you to switch off the light and come sleep! What are you doing there?'
It was quite evident what she was about. Crawling on rough hands and knees, she placed a jar of fresh-cut red, white and pink geraniums beside the headstone, and another tin-can of new-cut roses at the foot of the imagined grave. A pair of shears lay on the floor, dewy with having snipped flowers in the night outside a moment before.
Now she briskly whisked the colourful linoleum and the worn rug with a midget whisk broom, praying so her husband couldn't hear the words, but just the murmur. When she rose up, she stepped across the grave carefully so as not to defile the buried one, and in crossing the room she skirted far around the spot, saying 'There, that's done,' as she darkened the room and laid herself out on the whining springs which sang in tune with her husband who now asked, 'What in the Lord's name!' and she replied, looking at the dark around her, 'No man's going to rest easy with strangers sleeping right atop him. I made amends with him, flowered his bed so he won't stand around rubbing his bones together late tonight.'
Her husband looked at the place she occupied in the dark, and couldn't think of anything good enough to say, so he just swore, groaned, and sank down into sleeping.
Not half an hour later, she grabbed his elbow and turned him so she could whisper swiftly, fearfully into one of his ears, like a person calling into a cave: 'Walter!' she cried. 'Wake up, wake up!' She intended doing this all night, if need be, to spoil his superior kind of slumber.
He struggled with her. 'What's wrong?'
'Mr. White! Mr. White! He's starting to haunt us!'
'Oh, go to sleep!'
'I'm not fibbing! Listen to him!'
The Oklahoma man listened. From under the linoleum, sounding about six feet or so down, muffled, came a man's sorrowful talking. Not a word came through clearly, just a sort of sad mourning.
The Oklahama man sat up in bed. Feeling his movement, Leota hissed, 'You heard, you heard?' excitedly. The Oklahoma man put his feet on the cold linoleum. The voice below changed into a falsetto. Leota began to sob. 'Shut up, so I can hear,' demanded her husband, angrily. Then, in the heart-beating quiet, he bent his ear to the floor and Leota cried, 'Don't tip over the flowers!' and he cried, 'Shut up!' and again listened, tensed. Then he spat out an oath and rolled back under the covers. 'It's only the man downstairs,' he muttered.
'That's what I mean. Mr. White!'
'No, not Mr. White. We're on the second floor of an apartment house, and we got neighbours down under. Listen.' The falsetto downstairs talked. 'That's the man's wife. She's probably telling him not to look at another man's wife! Both of them probably drunk.'
'You're lying!' insisted Leota. 'Acting brave when you're really trembling fit to shake the bed down. It's a haunt, I tell you, and he's talking in voices, like Gran'ma Hanlon used to do, rising up in her church pew and making queer tongues all mixed like a black man, an Irishman, two women and tree frogs, caught in her craw! That dead man, Mr. White, hates us for moving in with him tonight, I tell you! Listen!'
As if to back her up, the voices downstairs talked louder. The Oklahoma man lay on his elbows, shaking his head hopelessly, wanting to laugh, but too tired.
Something crashed.
'He's stirring in his coffin!' shrieked Leota. 'He's mad! We got to move outa here, Walter, or we'll be found dead tomorrow!'
More crashes, more bangs, more voices. Then, silence. Followed by a movement of feet in the air over their heads.
Leota whimpered. 'He's free of his tomb! Forced his way out and he's tromping the air over our heads!'
By this time, the Oklahoma man had his clothing on. Beside the bed, he put on his boots. 'This building's three floors high,' he said, tucking in his shirt. 'We got neighbours overhead who just come home.' To Leota's weeping he had this to say, 'Come on. I'm taking you upstairs to meet them people. That'll prove who they are. Then we'll walk downstairs to the first floor and talk to that drunkard and his wife. Get up, Leota.'
Someone knocked on the door.
Leota squealed and rolled over and over making a quilted mummy of herself. 'He's in his tomb again, rapping to get out!'
The Oklahoma man switched on the lights and unlocked the door. A very jubilant little man in a dark suit, with wild blue eyes, wrinkles, grey hair and thick glasses danced in.
'Sorry, sorry,' declared the little man. 'I'm Mr. Whetmore. I went away. Now I'm back. I've had the most astonishing stroke of luck. Yes, I have. Is my tombstone still here?' He looked at the stone a moment before he saw it. 'Ah, yes, yes, it is! Oh, hello.' He saw Leota peering from many layers of blanket. 'I've some men with a roller-truck, and, if you don't mind, we'll move the tombstone out of here, this very moment. It'll only take a minute.'
The husband laughed with gratitude. 'Glad to get rid of the damned thing. Wheel her out!'
Mr. Whetmore directed two brawny workmen into the room. He was almost breathless with anticipation. 'The most amazing thing. This morning I was lost, beaten, dejected — but a miracle happened.' The tombstone was loaded on to a small coaster truck. 'Just an hour ago, I heard, by chance, of a Mr. White who had just died of pneumonia. A Mr. White, mind you, who spells his name with an I instead of a Y. I have just contacted his wife, and she is delighted that the stone is all prepared. And Mr. White not cold more than sixty minutes, and spelling his name with an I, just think of it. Oh, I'm so happy!'
The tombstone, on its truck, rolled from the room, while Mr. Whetmore and the Oklahoma man laughed, shook hands, and Leota watched with suspicion as the commotion came to an end. 'Well, that's now all over,' grinned her husband as he closed the door on Mr. Whetmore, and began throwing the canned flowers into the sink and dropping the tin cans into a waste-basket. In the dark, he climbed into bed again, oblivious to her deep and solemn silence. She said not a word for a long while, but just lay there, alone-feeling. She felt him adjust the blankets with a sigh. 'Now we can sleep. The damn old thing's took away. It's only ten-thirty. Plenty of time for sleep.' How he enjoyed spoiling her fun.
Leota was about to speak when a rapping came from down below again. 'There! There!' she cried, triumphantly, holding her husband. 'There it is again, the noises, like I said. Hear them!'
Her husband knotted his fists and clenched his teeth. 'How many times must I explain. Do I have to kick you in the head to make you understand, woman! Let me alone. There's nothing — '
'Listen, listen, oh, listen,' she begged in a whisper.
They listened in the square darkness.
A rapping on a door came from downstairs.
A door opened. Muffled and distant and faint, a woman's voice said, sadly, 'Oh, it's you, Mr. Whetmore.'
And deep down in the darkness underneath the suddenly shivering bed of Leota and her Oklahoma husband, Mr. Whetmore's voice replied: 'Good evening again, Mrs. White. Here. I brought the stone.'
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Trapdoor
Clara Peck had lived in the old house for some ten years before she made the strange discovery. Halfway upstairs to the second floor, on the landing, in the ceiling—
The trapdoor.
‘Well, my God!’
She stopped dead, midstairs, to glare at the surprise, daring it to be true.
‘It can’t be! How could I have been so blind? Good grief, there’s anatticin my house!’
She had marched up and downstairs a thousand times on a thousand days and neverseen.
‘Damned old fool.’
And she almost tripped going down, having forgotten what she had come up for in the first place.
Before lunch, she arrived to stand under the trapdoor again, like a tall, thin, nervous child with pale hair and cheeks, her too-bright eyes darting, fixing, staring.
‘Now I’ve discovered the damn thing, what do Idowith it? Storage room up there, I bet. Well—’
And she went away, vaguely troubled, feeling her mind slipping off out of the sun.
‘To hell with that, Clara Peck!’ she said, vacuuming the parlor. ‘You’re only fifty-seven. Not senile, yet, by God!’
But still, why hadn’t shenoticed?
It was the quality of the silence, that was it. Her roof had never leaked, so no water had ever tapped the ceilings; the high beams had never shifted in any wind, and there were no mice. If the rain had whispered, or the beams groaned, or the mice danced in her attic, she would have glanced up andfoundthe trapdoor.
But the house had stayed silent, and she had stayed blind.
‘Bosh!’ she cried, at supper. She finished the dishes, read until ten, went to bed early.
It was during that night that she heard the first, faint, Morse-code tapping, the first graffiti-scratching above, behind the blank ceiling’s pale, lunar face.
Half asleep, her lips whispered: Mouse?
And then it was dawn.
Going downstairs to fix breakfast, she fixed the trapdoor with her steady, small-girl’s stare and felt her skinny fingers twitch to go fetch the stepladder.
‘Hell,’ she muttered. ‘Why bother to look at an empty attic? Next week, maybe.’
For about three days after that, the trapdoor vanished.
That is, she forgot to look at it. So it might as well not have been there.
But around midnight on the third night, she heard the mouse sounds or the whatever-they-were sounds drifting across her bedroom ceiling like milkweed ghosts touching the lost surfaces of the moon.
From that odd thought she shifted to tumbleweeds or dandelion seeds or just plain dust shaken from an attic sill.
She thought of sleep, but the thought didn’t take.
Lying flat in her bed, she watched the ceiling so fixedly she felt she could x-ray whatever it was that cavorted behind the plaster.
A flea circus? A tribe of gypsy mice in exodus from a neighbor’s house? Several had been shrouded, recently, to look like dark circus tents, so that pest-killers could toss in killer bombs and run off to let the secret life in the places die.
That secret life had most probably packed its fur luggage and fled. Clara Peck’s boarding house attic, free meals, was their new home away from home.
And yet.…
As she stared, the sounds began again. They shaped themselves into patterns across the wide ceiling’s brow; long fingernails that, scraping, wandered to this corner and that of the shut-away chamber above.
Clara Peck held her breath.
The patterns increased. The soft prowlings began to cluster toward an area above and beyond her bedroom door. It was as if the tiny creatures, whatever they were, were nuzzling another secret door, above, wanting out.
Slowly, Clara Peck sat up in bed, and slowly put her weight to the floor, not wantingitto creak. Slowly she cracked her bedroom door. She peered out into a hall flooded with cold light from a full moon, which poured through the landing window to show her—
The trapdoor.
Now, as if summoned by her warmth, the sounds of the tiny lost ghost feet above rushed to cluster and fret at the trapdoor rim itself.
Christ! thought Clara Peck. Theyhearme. They want me to—
The trapdoor shuddered gently with the tiny rocking weights of whatever it was arustle there.
And more and more of the invisible spider feet or rodent feet of the blown curls of old and yellowed newspapers touched and rustled the wooden frame.
Louder, and still louder.
Clara was about to cry: Go! Git!
When the phone rang.
‘Gah!’ gasped Clara Peck.
She felt a ton of blood plunge like a broken weight down her frame to crush her toes.
‘Gah!’
She ran to seize, lift and strangle the phone.
‘Who!?’ she cried.
‘Clara! It’s Emma Crowley! What’swrong?!’
‘My God!’ shouted Clara. ‘You scared the hell out of me! Emma, why are you calling this late?’
There was a long silence as the woman across town found her own breath.
‘It’s silly, I couldn’t sleep. I had this hunch—’
‘Emma—’
‘No, let me finish. All of a sudden I thought, Clara’s not well, or Clara’s hurt, or—’
Clara Peck sank to the edge of the bed, the weight of Emma’s voice pulling her down. Eyes shut, she nodded.
‘Clara,’ said Emma, a thousand miles off, ‘you – allright?’
‘All right,’ said Clara, at last.
‘Not sick? House ain’t on fire?’
‘No, no. No.’
‘Thank God. Silly me. Forgive?’
‘Forgiven.’
‘Well, then … good night.’
And Emma Crowley hung up.
Clara Peck sat looking at the receiver for a full minute, listening to the signal that said that someone had gone away, and then at last placed the phone blindly back in its cradle.
She went back out to look up at the trapdoor.
It was quiet. Only a pattern of leaves, from the window, flickered and tossed on its wooden frame.
Clara blinked at the trapdoor.
‘Think you’resmart, don’t you?’ she said.
There were no more prowls, dances, murmurs or mouse-pavanes for the rest of that night.
The sounds returned, three nights later, and they were –larger.
‘Notmice,’ said Clara Peck. ‘Good-sizedrats. Eh?’
In answer, the ceiling above executed an intricate crosscurrenting ballet, without music. This toe dancing, of a most peculiar sort, continued until the moon sank. Then, as soon as the light failed, the house grew silent and only Clara Peck took up breathing and life, again.
By the end of the week, the patterns were more geometrical. The sounds echoed in every upstairs room; the sewing room, the old bedroom, and in the library where some former occupant had once turned pages and gazed over a sea of chestnut trees.
On the tenth night, all eyes and no face, with the sounds coming in drumbeats and weird syncopations, at three in the morning, Clara Peck flung her sweaty hand at the telephone to dial Emma Crowley:
‘Clara! Iknewyou’d call!’
‘Emma, it’s three A.M. Aren’t you surprised?’
‘No, I been lying here thinking of you. I wanted to call, but felt a fool. Somethingiswrong, yes?’
‘Emma, answer me this. If a house has an empty attic for years, and all of a sudden has an atticfullof things,how come?’
‘I didn’t know youhadan attic—’
‘Whodid? Listen, what started as mice then sounded like rats and now sounds like cats running around up there. What’ll I do?’
‘The telephone number of the Ratzaway Pest Team on Main Street is – wait. Here. MAIN seven-seven-nine-nine. Yousuresomething’sinyour attic?’
‘The whole damned high school track team.’
‘Who used to live in your house, Clara?’
‘Who—’
‘I mean, it’s been clean all this time, right, and now, well,infested. Anyone everdiethere?’
‘Die?’
‘Sure, if someone died there, maybe you haven’t got mice, atall.’
‘You trying to tell me – ghosts?’
‘Don’t you believe—’
‘Ghosts, or so-called friends who try spooking me with them. Don’t call again, Emma!’
‘But,youcalledme!’
‘Hang up, Emma!!’
Emma Crowley hung up.
In the hall at three fifteen in the cold morning, Clara Peck glided out, stood for a moment, then pointed up at the ceiling, as if to provoke it.
‘Ghosts?’ she whispered.
The trapdoor’s hinges, lost in the night above, oiled themselves with wind.
Clara Peck turned slowly and went back, and thinking about every movement, got into bed.
She woke at four twenty in the morning because a wind shook the house.
Out in the hall, could it be?
She strained. She tuned her ears.
Very softly, very quietly, the trapdoor in the stairwell ceiling squealed.
And opened wide.
Can’tbe! she thought.
The door fell up, in, and down, with a thud.
Is!she thought.
I’ll go make sure, she thought.
No!
She jumped, ran, locked the door, leaped back in bed.
‘Hello, Ratzaway!’ she heard herself call, muffled, under the covers.
Going downstairs, sleepless, at six in the morning, she kept her eyes straight ahead, so as not to see that dreadful ceiling.
Halfway down she glanced back, started, and laughed.
‘Silly!’ she cried.
For the trapdoor was not open at all.
It was shut.
‘Ratzaway?’ she said, into the telephone receiver, at seven thirty on a bright morning.
It was noon when the Ratzaway inspection truck stopped in front of Clara Peck’s house.
In the way that Mr Timmons, the young inspector, strolled with insolent disdain up the walk, Clara saw that he knew everything in the world about mice, termites, old maids, and odd late-night sounds. Moving, he glanced around at the world with that fine masculine hauteur of the bullfighter midring or the skydiver fresh from the sky, or the womanizer lighting his cigarette, back turned to the poor creature in the bed behind him. As he pressed her doorbell, he was God’s messenger. When Clara opened the door she almost slammed it for the way his eyes peeled away her dress, her flesh, her thoughts. His smile was the alcoholic’s smile. He was drunk on himself. There was only one thing to do:
‘Don’t just stand there!’ she shouted. ‘Make yourself useful!’ She spun around and marched away from his shocked face.
She glanced back to see if it had had the right effect. Very few women had ever talked this way to him. He was studying the door. Then, curious, he stepped in.
‘This way!’ said Clara.
She paraded through the hall, up the steps to the landing, where she had placed a metal stepladder. She thrust her hand up, pointing.
‘There’s the attic. See if you can make sense out of the damned noises up there. And don’t overcharge me when you’re done. Wipe your feet when you come down. I got to go shopping. Can I trust you not to steal me blind while I’m gone?’
With each blow, she could see him veer off balance. His face flushed. His eyes shone. Before he could speak, she marched back down the steps to shrug on a light coat.
‘Do you know what mice sound like in attics?’ she said, over her shoulder.
‘I damn well do, lady,’ he said.
‘Clean up your language. You know rats? These could be rats or bigger. What’s bigger in an attic?’
‘You got any raccoons around here?’ he said.
‘How’d they getin?’
‘Don’t you know your own house, lady? I—’
But here they both stopped.
For a sound had come from above.
It was a small itch of a sound at first. Then it scratched. Then it gave a thump like a heart.
Something moved in the attic.
Timmons blinked up at the shut trapdoor and snorted.
‘Hey!’
Clara Peck nodded, satisfied, pulled on her gloves, adjusted her hat, watching.
‘It sounds like—’ drawled Mr Timmons.
‘Yes?’
‘Did a sea captain ever live in this house?’ he asked, at last.
The sound came again, louder. The whole house seemed to drift and whine with the weight which was shifted above.
‘Sounds like cargo.’ Timmons shut his eyes to listen. ‘Cargo on a ship, sliding when the ship changes course.’ He broke into a laugh and opened his eyes.
‘Good God,’ said Clara, and tried to imagine that.
‘On the other hand,’ said Mr Timmons, half-smiling up at that ceiling, ‘you got a greenhouse up there, or something? Sounds like plants growing. Or a yeast, maybe, big as a doghouse, getting out of hand. I heard of a man once, raised yeast in his cellar. It—’
The front screen door slammed.
Clara Peck, outside glaring in at his jokes, said:
‘I’ll be back in an hour. Jump!’
She heard his laughter follow her down the walk as she marched. She hesitated only once to look back.
The damn fool was standing at the foot of the ladder, looking up. Then he shrugged, gave a what-the-hell gesture with his hands, and—
Scrambled up the stepladder like a sailor.
When Clara Peck marched back an hour later, the Ratzaway truck still stood silent at the curb.
‘Hell,’ she said to it. ‘Thought he’d be done by now. Strange man tromping around, swearing—’
She stopped and listened to the house.
Silence.
‘Odd,’ she muttered.
‘Mr Timmons!?’ she called.
And realizing she was still twenty feet from the open front door, she approached to call through the screen.
‘Anyonehome?’
She stepped through the door into a silence like the silence in the old days before the mice had begun to change to rats and the rats had danced themselves into something larger and darker on the upper attic decks. It was a silence that, if you breathed it in, smothered you.
She swayed at the bottom of the flight of stairs, gazing up, her groceries hugged like a dead child in her arms.
‘Mr Timmons—?’
But the entire house was still.
The portable ladder still stood waiting on the landing.
But the trapdoor was shut.
Well, he’sobviouslynot up in there! she thought. He wouldn’t climb and shut himself in. Damn fool’s just gone away.
She turned to squint out at his truck abandoned in the bright noon’s glare.
Truck’s broke down, I imagine. He’s gone for help.
She dumped her groceries in the kitchen and for the first time in years, not knowing why, lit a cigarette, smoked it, lit another, and made a loud lunch, banging skillets and running the can opener overtime.
The house listened to all this, and made no response.
By two o’clock the silence hung about her like a cloud of floor polish.
‘Ratzaway,’ she said, as she dialed the phone.
The Pest Team owner arrived half an hour later, by motorcycle, to pick up the abandoned truck. Tipping his cap, he stepped in through the screen door to chat with Clara Peck and look at the empty rooms and weigh the silence.
‘No sweat, ma’am,’ he said, at last. ‘Charlie’s been on a few benders, lately. He’ll show up to be fired, tomorrow. What was hedoinghere?’
With this, he glanced up the stairs at the stepladder.
‘Oh,’ said Clara Peck, quickly, ‘he was just looking at – everything.’
‘I’ll come, myself, tomorrow,’ said the owner.
And as he drove away in the afternoon, Clara Peck slowly moved up the stairs to lift her face toward the ceiling and watch the trapdoor.
‘Hedidn’t see you,either,’ she whispered.
Not a beam stirred, not a mouse danced, in the attic.
She stood like a statue, feeling the sunlight shift and lean through the front door.
Why? she wondered. Why did I lie?
Well, for one thing, the trapdoor’s shut, isn’t it?
And, I don’t know why, she thought, but I won’t want anyone going up that ladder, ever again. Isn’t that silly? Isn’t that strange?
She ate dinner early, listening.
She washed the dishes, alert.
She put herself to bed at ten o’clock, but in the old downstairs maid’s room, for long years unused. Why she chose to lie in this downstairs room, she did not know, she simply did it, and lay there with aching ears, and the pulse moving in her neck and in her brow.
Rigid as a tomb carving under the sheet, she waited.
Around midnight, a wind passed, shook a pattern of leaves on her counterpane. Her eyes flicked wide.
The beams of the house trembled.
She lifted her head.
Something whispered ever so softly in the attic.
She sat up.
The sound grew louder, heavier, like a large but shapeless animal, prowling the attic dark.
She placed her feet on the floor and sat looking at them. The noise came again, far up, a scramble like rabbits’ feet here, a thump like a large heart there.
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The Traveller
FATHER looked into Cecy's room just before dawn. She lay upon her bed. He shook his head uncomprehendingly and waved at her.
    'Now, if you can tell me what good she does, lying there,' he said, 'I'll eat the crêpe on my mahogany box. Sleeping all night, eating breakfast, and then lying on top her bed all day.'
    'Oh, but she's so helpful,' explained Mother, leading him down the hall away from Cecy's slumbering pale figure. 'Why, she's one of the most adjustable members of the Family. What good are your brothers? Most of them sleep all day and do nothing. At least Cecy isactive.'
    They went downstairs through the scent of black candles; the black crêpe on the banister, left over from the Homecoming some months ago and untouched, whispering as they passed. Father unloosened his tie, exhaustedly. 'Well, we work nights,' he said. 'Can we help it if we're — as you put it — old-fashioned?'
    'Of course not. Everyone in the Family can't be modern.' She opened the cellar door; they moved down into darkness arm in arm. She looked over at his round white face, smiling. 'It's really very lucky I don't have to sleepat all. If you were married to a night-sleeper, think what a marriage it would be! Each of us to our own. None of us the same. All wild. That's how the Family goes. Sometimes we get one like Cecy, all mind; and then there are those like Uncle Einar, all wing; and then again we have one like Timothy, all even and calm and normal. Then there's you, sleeping days. And me, awake all and all of my life. So Cecy shouldn't be too much for you to understand. She helps me a million ways each day. She sends her mind down to the greengrocers for me, to see what he sells. She puts her mind inside the butcher. That saves me a long trip if he's fresh out of good cuts. She warns me when gossips are coming to visit and talk away the afternoon. And, well, there are six hundred other things — !'
    They paused in the cellar near a large empty mahogany box. He settled himself into it, still not convinced. 'But if she'd only contribute more,' he said. 'I'm afraid I'll have to ask her to find some sort of work.'
    'Sleep on it,' she said to him. 'Think it over. You may change your mind by sunset.'
    She was closing the lid down on him. 'Well,' he said, thoughtfully. The lid closed.
    'Good morning, dear,' she said.
    'Good morning,' he said, muffled, enclosed, within the box.
    The sun rose. She hurried upstairs to make breakfast.
    Cecy Elliott was the one who Travelled. She seemed an ordinary eighteen-year-old. But then none of the Family looked like what they were. There was naught of the fang, the foul, the worm or wind-witch to them. They lived in small towns and on farms across the world, simply, closely re-aligning and adapting their talents to the demands and laws of a changing world.
    Cecy Elliott awoke. She glided down through the house, humming. 'Good morning, Mother!' She walked down to the cellar to re-check each of the large mahogany boxes, to dust them, to be certain each was tightly sealed. 'Father,' she said, polishing one box. 'Cousin Esther,' she said, examining another, 'here on a visit. And — ' she rapped at a third, 'Grandfather Elliott.' There was a rustle inside like a piece of papyrus. 'It's a strange, cross-bred family,' she mused, climbing to the kitchen again. 'Night siphoners and flume-fearers, some awake, like Mother, twenty-five hours out of twenty-four; some asleep, like me, fifty-nine minutes out of sixty. Different species of sleep.'
    She ate breakfast. In the middle of her apricot dish she saw her mother's stare. She laid the spoon down. Cecy said, 'Father'll change his mind. I'll show him how fine I can be to have around. I'm family insurance; he doesn't understand. You wait.'
    Mother said, 'You were inside me awhile ago when I argued with Father?'
    'Yes.'
    'I thought I felt you looking out my eyes,' the mother nodded.
    Cecy finished and went up to bed. She folded down the blankets and clean cool sheets, then laid herself out atop the covers, shut her eyes, rested her thin white fingers on her small bosom, nodded her slight, exquisitely sculptured head back against her thick gathering of chestnut hair.
    She started to Travel.
    Her mind slipped from the room, over the flowered yard, the fields, the green hills, over the ancient drowsy streets of Mellin Town, into the wind and past the moist depression of the ravine. All day she would fly and meander. Her mind would pop into dogs, sit there, and she would feel the bristly feels of dogs, taste ripe bones, sniff tangy-urined trees. She'd hear as a dog heard. She forgot human construction completely. She'd have a dog frame. It was more than telepathy, up one flue and down another. This was complete separation from one body environment into another. It was entrance into tree-nozzling dogs, men, old maids, birds, children at hopscotch, lovers on their morning beds, into workers asweat with shovelling, into unborn babies pink, dream-small brains.
    Where would she go today? She made her decision, and went!
    When her mother tiptoed a moment later to peek into the room, she saw Cecy's body on the bed, the chest not moving, the face quiet. Cecy was gone already. Mother nodded and smiled.
    The morning passed. Leonard, Bion and Sam went off to their work, as did Laura and the manicuring sister; and Timothy was dispatched to school. The house quieted. At noon time the only sound was made by Cecy Elliott's three young girl-cousins playing Tisket Tasket Coffin Casket in the back yard. There were always extra cousins or uncles or grand-nephews and night-nieces about the place; they came and went; water out a tap down a drain.
    The cousins stopped their play when the tall loud man banged on the front door and marched straight in when Mother answered.
    'That was Uncle Jonn!' said the littlest girl, breathless.
    'The one we hate?' asked the second.
    'What's he want?' cried the third. 'He looked mad!'
    'We'remad athim, that's what,' explained the second, proudly. 'For what he did to the Family sixty years ago, and seventy years ago and twenty years ago.'
    'Listen!' They listened. 'He's run upstairs!'
    'Sounds like he's cryin'.'
    'Do grown-ups cry?'
    'Sure, silly!'
    'He's in Cecy's room! Shoutin'. Laughin'. Prayin'. Cryin'. He sounds mad, and sad, and ‘fraidy-cat, all together!'
    The littlest one made tears, herself. She ran to the cellar door. 'Wake up! Oh, down there, wake up! You in the boxes! Uncle Jonn's here and he might have a cedar stake with him! I don't want a cedar stake in my chest! Wake up!'
    'Shh,' hissed the biggest girl. 'He hasn't a stake! You can't wake the Boxed People, anyhow. Listen!'
    Their heads tilted, their eyes glistened upwards, waiting.
    'Get off the bed!' commanded Mother, in the doorway.
    Uncle Jonn bent over Cecy's slumbering body. His lips were misshaped. There was a wild, fey and maddened focus to his green eyes.
    'Am I too late?' he demanded, hoarsely, sobbing. 'Is she gone?'
    'Hours ago!' snapped Mother. 'Are you blind? She might not be back for days. Sometimes she lies there a week. I don't have to feed the body, she finds sustenance from whatever or whoever she's in. Get away from her!'
    Uncle Jonn stiffened, one knee pressed on the springs.
    'Why couldn't she wait?' he wanted to know, frantically, looking at her, his hands feeling her silent pulse again and again.
    'You heard me!' Mother moved forward curtly. 'She's not to be touched. She's got to be left as she is. So if she comes home she can get back in her body exactly right.'
    Uncle Jonn turned his head. His long hard red face was pocked and senseless, deep black grooves crowded the tired eyes.
    'Where'd she go? I'vegotto find her.'
    Mother talked like a slap in the face. 'I don't know. She has favourite places. You might find her in a child running along a trail in the ravine. Or swinging on a grape vine. Or you might find her in a crayfish under a rock in the creek, looking up at you. Of she might be playing chess inside an old man in the court-house square. You know as well as I she can be anywhere.' A wry look came to Mother's mouth. 'She might be vertical inside me now, looking out at you, laughing, and not telling you. This might be her talking and having fun. And you wouldn't know it.'
    'Why — ' He swung heavily around, like a huge pivoted boulder. His big hands came up, wanting to grab something. 'If Ithought— '
    Mother talked on, casual quiet. 'Of course she'snotin me, here. And if she was there'd be no way to tell.' Her eyes gleamed with a delicate malice. She stood tall and graceful looking upon him with no fear. 'Now, suppose you explain what you want with her?'
    He seemed to be listening to a distant bell, tolling. He shook his head, angrily, to clear it. Then he growled. 'Something. . . inside me. . .' He broke off. He leaned over the cold, sleeping body. 'Cecy! come back, you hear! You can come back if you want!'
    The wind blew softly through the high willows outside the sun-drifted windows. The bed creaked under his shifted weight. The distant bell tolled again and he was listening to it, but Mother could not hear it. Only he heard the drowsy summerday sounds of it, far far away. His mouth opened obscurely:
    'I've a thing for her to do to me. For the past month I've been kind of going — insane. I get funny thoughts. I was going to take a train to the big city and talk to a psychiatrist but he wouldn't help. I know that Cecy can enter my head and exorcize those fears I have. She can suck them out like a vacuum cleaner, if she wants to help me. She's the only one who can scrape away the filth and cobwebs and make me new again. That's why I need her, you understand?' he said, in a tight, expectant voice. He licked his lips. 'She'sgotto help me!'
    'After all you've done to the Family?' said Mother.
    'I did nothing to the Family!'
    'The story goes,' said Mother, 'that in bad times, when you needed money, you were paid a hundred dollars for each of the Family you pointed out to the law to be staked through the heart.'
    'That's unfair!' he said, wavering like a man hit in the stomach. 'You can't prove that. You lie!'
    'Nevertheless, I don't think Cecy'd want to help you. The Family wouldn't want it.'
    'Family, Family!' He stomped the floor like a huge, brutal child. 'Damn the Family! I won't go insane on their account! I need help, God damn it, and I'll get it!'
    Mother faced him, her face reserved, her hands crossed over her bosom.
    He lowered his voice, looking at her with a kind of evil shyness, not meeting her eyes. 'Listen to me, Mrs. Elliott,' he said. 'And you, too, Cecy,' he said to the sleeper. 'If you're there,' he added. 'Listen to this.' He looked at the wall clock ticking on the far, sun-drenched wall. 'If Cecy isn't back here by six o'clock tonight, ready to help clean out my mind and make me sane, I'll — I'll go to the police.' He drew himself up. 'I've got a list of Elliotts who live on farms all around and inside Mellin Town. The police can cut enough new cedar stakes in an hour to drive through a dozen Elliott hearts.' He stopped, wiped the sweat off his face. He stood, listening.
    The distant bell began to toll again.
    He had heard it for days. There was no bell, but he could hear it ringing. It rang now, near, far, close, away. Nobody else could hear it save himself.
    He shook his head. He shouted to cover the sound of those bells, shouted at Mrs. Elliott. 'You heard me?'
    He hitched up his trousers, tightened the buckle clasp with a jerk, walked past Mother to the door.
    'Yes,' she said. 'I heard. But even I can't call Cecy back if she doesn't want to come. She'll arrive eventually. Be patient. Don't go running off to the police — '
    He cut her. 'I can't wait. This thing of mine, this noise in my head's gone on eight weeks now! I can't stand it much longer!' He scowled at the clock. 'I'm going. I'll try to find Cecy in town. If I don't get her by six — well, you know what a cedar stake's like. . .'
    His heavy shoes pounded away down the hall, fading down the stairs, out of the house. When the noises were all gone, the mother turned and looked, earnestly, painfully, down upon the sleeper.
    'Cecy,' she called, softly, insistently. 'Cecy, come home!'
    There was no word from the body. Cecy lay there, not moving, for as long as her mother waited.
    Uncle Jonn walked through the fresh open country and into the streets of Mellin Town, looking for Cecy in every child that licked an ice-pop and in every little white dog that padded by on its way to some eagerly anticipated nowhere.
    The town spread out like a fancy graveyard. Nothing more than a few monuments, really — edifices to lost arts and pastimes. It was a great meadow of elms and deodars and hackmatack trees, laid out with wooden walks you could haul into your barn at night if the hollow sound of walking people irked you. There were tall old maiden houses, lean and narrow and wisely wan, in which were spectacles of coloured glass, upon which the thinned golden hair of age-old bird nests sprouted. There was a drug shop full of quaint wire-rung soda fountain stools with plywood bottoms, and the memorious clear sharp odour that used to be in drug stores but never is any more. And there was a barber emporium with a red-ribboned pillar twisting around inside a chrysalis of glass in front of it. And there was a grocery that was all fruity shadow and dusty boxes and the smell of an old Armenian woman, which was like the odour of a rusty penny. The town lay under the deodar and mellow-leaf trees, in no hurry, and somewhere in the town was Cecy, the one who Travelled.
    Uncle Jonn stopped, bought himself a bottle of Orange Crush, drank it, wiped his face with his handkerchief, his eyes jumping up and down, like little kids skipping rope. I'm afraid, he thought. I'm afraid.
    He saw a code of birds strung dot-dash on the high telephone wires. Was Cecy up there laughing at him out of sharp bird eyes, shuffling her feathers, singing at him? He suspicioned the cigar store Indian. But there was no animation in that cold, carved, tobacco-brown image.
    Distantly, like on a sleepy Sunday morning, he heard the bells ringing in a valley of his head. He was stone blind. He stood in blackness. White, tortured faces drifted through his inturned vision.
    'Cecy!' he cried, to everything, everywhere. 'I know you can help me! Shake me like a tree! Cecy!'
    The blindness passed. He was bathed in a cold sweating that didn't stop, but ran like a syrup.
    'I know you can help,' he said. 'I saw you help Cousin Marianne years ago. Ten years ago, wasn't it?' He stood, concentrating.
    Marianne had been a girl shy as a mole, her hair twisted like roots on her round ball of head. Marianne had hung in her skirt like a clapper in a bell, never ringing when she walked; just swithering along, one heel after another. She gazed at weeds and the sidewalk under her toes, she looked at your chin if she saw you at all — and never got as far as your eyes. Her mother despaired of Marianne's ever marrying or succeeding.
    It was up to Cecy, then. Cecy went into Marianne like fist into glove.
    Marianne jumped, ran, yelled, glinted her yellow eyes. Marianne flickered her skirts, unbraided her hair and let it hang in a shimmery veil on her half-nude shoulders. Marianne giggled and rang like a gay clapper in the tolling bell of her dress. Marianne squeezed her face into many attitudes of coyness, merriment, intelligence, maternal bliss, and love.
    The boys raced after Marianne. Marianne got married.
    Cecy withdrew.
    Marianne had hysterics; herspinewas gone!
    She lay like a limp corset all one day. But the habit was in her now. Some of Cecy had stayed on like a fossil imprint on soft shale rock; and Marianne began tracing the habits and thinking them over and remembering what it was like to have Cecy inside her, and pretty soon she was running and shouting and giggling all by herself; a corset animated, as it were, by a memory!
    Marianne had lived joyously thereafter.
    Standing with the cigar store Indian for conversation, Uncle Jonn now shook his head violently. Dozens of bright bubbles floated in his eyeballs, each with tiny, slanted, microscopic eyes staring in, in at his brain.
    What if he never found Cecy? What if the plain winds had borne her all the way to Elgin? Wasn't that where she dearly loved to bide her time, in the asylum for the insane, touching their minds, holding and turning their confetti thoughts?
    Far-flung in the afternoon distance a great metal whistle sighed and echoed, steam shuffled as a train cut across valley trestles, over cool rivers through ripe cornfields, into tunnels like finger into thimble, under arches of shimmering walnut trees. Jonn stood, afraid. What if Cecy was in the cabin of the engineer's head, now? She loved riding the monster engines across country far as she could stretch the contact. Yank the whistle rope until it screamed across sleeping night land or drowsy day country.
    He walked along a shady street. Out of the corners of his eyes he thought he saw an old woman, wrinkled as a dried fig, naked as a thistle-seed, floating among the branches of a hawthorn tree, a cedar stake driven into her breast.
    Somebody screamed!
    Something thumped his head. A blackbird, soaring skyward, took a lock of his hair with it!
    He shook his fist at the bird, heaved a rock. 'Scare me, will you!' he yelled. Breathing rawly, he saw the bird circle behind him to sit on a limb waiting another chance to dive for hair.
    He turned slyly from the bird.
    He heard the whirring sound.
    He jumped about, grabbed up. 'Cecy!'
    He had the bird! It fluttered, squalled in his hands.
    'Cecy!' he called, looking into his caged fingers at the wild black creature. The bird drew blood with its bill.
    'Cecy, I'll crush you if you don't help me!'
    The bird shrieked and cut him.
    He closed his fingers tight, tight, tight.
    He walked away from where he finally dropped the dead bird and did not look back at it, even once.
    He walked down into the ravine that ran through the very centre of Mellin Town. What's happening now, he wondered. Has Cecy's mother phoned people? Are the Elliotts afraid? He swayed drunkenly, great lakes of sweat bursting out under his armpits. Well, letthembe afraid a while. He was tired of being afraid. He'd look just a little longer for Cecy and then go to the police!
    On the creek bank, he laughed to think of the Elliotts scurrying madly, trying to find some way around him. There was no way. They'd have to make Cecy help him. They couldn't afford to let good old Uncle Jonn die insane, no, sir.
    B-b-shot eyes lay deep in the water, staring roundly up at him.
    On blazing hot summer noons, Cecy had often entered into the soft-shelled greyness of the mandibled heads of crayfish. She had often peeked out from the black egg eyes upon their sensitive filamentary stalks and felt the creek sluice by her, steadily, and in fluid veils of coolness and captured light. Breathing out and in the particles of stuff that floated in water, holding her horny, lichened claws before her like some elegant salad utensils, swollen and scissor-sharp. She watched the giant strides of boy feet progressing towards her through the creek bottom, heard the faint, water-thickened shout of boys searching for crayfish, jabbing their pale fingers down, tumbling rocks aside, clutching and tossing frantic flippery animals into open metal cans where scores of other crayfish scuttled like a basket of wastepaper come to life.
    She watched pale stalks of boy legs poise over her rock, saw the nude loin-shadows of boy thrown on the sandy muck of the creek floor, saw the suspenseful hand hovered, heard the suggestive whisper of a boy who's spied a prize beneath a stone. Then, as the hand plunged, the stone rolled, Cecy flirted the borrowed fan of her inhabited body, kicked back in a little sand explosion and vanished downstream.
    On to another rock she went to sit fanning the sand, holding her claws before her, proud of them, her tiny glass-bulb eyes glowing black as creek-water filled her bubbling mouth, cool, cool, cool. . .
    The realization that Cecy might be this close at hand, in any live thing, drove Uncle Jonn to a mad fury. In any squirrel or chipmunk, in a disease germ, even, on his aching body, Cecy might be existing. She could even enter amoebas. . .
    On some sweltering summer noons, Cecy would live in an amoeba, darting, vacillating, deep in the old tired, philosophical dark waters of a kitchen well. On days when the world high over her, above the unstirred water, was a dreaming nightmare of heat printed on each object of the land, she'd lie somnolent, quivering and cool and distant, settling in the well-throat. Up above, trees were like images burned in green fire. Birds were like bronze stamps you inked and punched on your brain. Houses steamed like manure sheds. When a door slammed it was like a rifle shot. The only good sound on a simmering day was the asthmatic suction of well water drawn up into a porcelain cup, there to be inhaled through an old skeletonous woman's porcelain teeth. Overhead, Cecy could hear the brittle clap of the old woman's shoes, the sighing voice of the old woman baked in the August sun. And, lying lowermost and cool, sighting up through the dim echoing tunnel of well, Cecy heard the iron suction of the pump handle pressed energetically by the sweating old lady; and water, amoeba, Cecy and all rose up the throat of the well in sudden cool disgorgement out into the cup, over which waited sun-withered lips. Then, and only then, did Cecy withdraw, just as the lips came down to sip, the cup tilted, and porcelain met porcelain. . .
    Jonn stumbled, fell flat into the creek water!
    He didn't rise, but sat dripping stupidly.
    Then he began crashing rocks over, shouting, seizing upon and losing crayfish, cursing. The bells rang louder in his ears. And now, one by one, a procession of bodies that couldn't exist, but seemed to be real, floated by on the water. Worm-white bodies, turned on their backs, drifting like loose marionettes. As they passed, the tide bobbed their heads so their faces rolled over, revealing the features of the typical Elliott family member.
    He began to weep, sitting there in the water. He had wanted Cecy's help, but now how could he expect to deserve it, acting a fool, cursing her, hating her, threatening her and the Family?
    He stood up, shaking himself. He walked out of the creek and up the hill. There was only one thing to do now. Plead with individual members of the Family. Ask them to intercede for him. Have them ask Cecy to come home, quickly.
    In the undertaking parlour on Court Street, the door opened. The undertaker, a short, well-tonsored man with a moustache and sensitively thin hands, looked up. His face fell.
    'Oh, it'syou, Uncle Jonn,' he said.
    'Nephew Bion,' said Jonn, still wet from the creek, 'I need your help. Have you seen Cecy?'
    'Seen her?' said Bion Elliott. He leaned against the marble table where he was working on a body. He laughed. 'God, don't ask methat!' he snorted. 'Look at me, close. Do you know me?'
    Jonn bristled. 'You're Bion Elliott, Cecy's brother of course!'
    'Wrong.' The undertaker shook his head. 'I'm Cousin Ralph, the butcher! Yes, thebutcher.' He tapped his head. 'Here, inside, where it counts, I'm Ralph. I was working in my refrigerator a moment ago over at the butcher shop when suddenly Cecy was inside me. She borrowed my mind, like a cup of sugar. And brought me over here just now and sifted me down into Bion's body. Poor Bion! What a joke!'
    'You're — you'renotBion!'
    'No, ah, no, dear Uncle Jonn. Cecy probably put Bion inmybody! You see the joke? A meat-cutter exchanged for a meat-cutter! A dealer in cold-cuts traded for another of the same!' He quaked with laughter. 'Ah, that Cecy, what a child!' He wiped happy tears from his face. 'I've stood here for five minutes wondering what to do. You know something? Undertaking isn't hard. Not much harder than fixing pot-roasts. Oh, Bion'll be mad. His professional integrity. Cecy'll probably trade us back, later. Bion never was one to take a joke on himself!'
    Jonn looked confused. 'Evenyoucan't control Cecy?'
    'God, no. She does what she does. We're helpless.'
    Jonn wandered towards the door. 'Got to find her somehow,' he mumbled. 'If she can do this to you, think how she'd help me if she wanted. . .' The bells rang louder in his ears. From the side of his eyes he saw a movement. He whirled and gasped.
    The body on the table had a cedar-stake driven through it.
    'So long,' said the undertaker to the slammed door. He listened to the sound of Jonn's running feet, fading.
    The man who staggered into the police station at five that afternoon was barely able to stand up. His voice was a whisper and he retched as if he'd taken poison. He didn't look like Uncle Jonn any more. The bells rang all the time, all the time, and he saw people walking behind him, with staked chests, who vanished whenever he turned to look.
    The sheriff looked up from reading a magazine, wiped his brown moustache with the back of one claw-like hand, took his feet down off a battered desk and waited for Uncle Jonn to speak.
    'I want to report a family that lives here,' whispered Uncle Jonn, his eyes half-shut. 'A wicked family, living under false pretences.'
    The sheriff cleared his throat. 'What's the family's name?'
    Uncle Jonn stopped. 'What?'
    The sheriff repeated it, 'What's the family's name?'
    'Your voice,' said Jonn.
    'What about my voice?' said the sheriff.
    'Sounds familiar,' said Jonn. 'Like — '
    'Who?' asked the sheriff.
    'Like Cecy's mother! That's who you sound like!'
    'Do I?' asked the sheriff.
    'That's who you are inside! Cecy changed you, too, like she changed Ralph and Bion! I can't report the Family to you, now, then! It wouldn't do any good!'
    'Guess it wouldn't,' remarked the sheriff, implacably.
    'The Family's gotten around me!' wailed Uncle Jonn.
    'Seems that way,' said the sheriff, wetting a pencil on his tongue, starting on a fresh crossword puzzle. 'Well, good day to you, Jonn Elliott.'
    'Unh?'
    'I said ‘Good day'.'
    'Good day.' Jonn stood by the desk, listening. 'Do you — do youhearanything?'
    The sheriff listened. 'Crickets?'
    'No.'
    'Frogs?'
    'No,' said Uncle Jonn. 'Bells. Just bells. Holy church bells. The kind of bells a man like me can't stand to hear. Holy church bells.'
    The sheriff listened. 'No. Can't say as I hear ‘em. Say, be careful of that door there; it slams.'
    The door to Cecy's room was knocked open. A moment later, Uncle Jonn was inside, moving across the floor. The silent body of Cecy lay on the bed, not moving. Behind him, as Jonn seized Cecy's hand, her mother appeared.
    She ran to him, struck him on head and shoulders till he fell back from Cecy. The world swelled with bell sounds. His vision blacked out. He groped at the mother, biting his lips, releasing them in gasps, eyes streaming.
    'Please, please tell her to come back,' he said. 'I'm sorry. I don't want to hurt anyone any more.'
    The mother shouted through the clamour of bells. 'Go downstairs and wait for her there!'
    'I can't hear you,' he cried, louder. 'My head.' He held his hands to his ears. 'So loud. So loud I can't stand it.' He rocked on his heels. 'If only I knew where Cecy was — '
    Quite simply, he drew out a folded pocket knife, unfolded it. 'I can't go on — ' he said. And before the mother moved he fell to the floor, the knife in his heart, blood running from his lips, his shoes looking senseless one atop the other, one eye shut, the other wide and white.
    The mother bent down to him. 'Dead,' she whispered, finally. 'So,' she murmured, unbelievingly, rising up, stepping away from the blood. 'So he's dead at last.' She glanced around, fearfully, cried aloud.
    'Cecy, Cecy, come home, child, I need you!'
    A silence, while sunlight faded from the room.
    'Cecy, come home, child!'
    The dead man's lips moved. A high clear voice sprang from them.
    'Here! I've been here for days! I'm the fear he had in him; and he never guessed. Tell Father what I've done. Maybe he'll think me worthy now. . .'
    The dead man's lips stopped. A moment later, Cecy's body on the bed stiffened like a stocking with a leg thrust suddenly into it, inhabited again.
    'Supper, mother,' said Cecy, rising from bed.
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The Twilight Greens
It was getting late, but he thought there was just enough sunlight left     that he could play a quick nine holes before he had to stop.
But even as he drove toward the golf course twilight came. A high fog had     drifted in from the ocean, erasing the light.
He was about to turn away when something caught his eye.
Gazing out at the far meadows, he saw a half dozen or so golfers playing in     the shadowed fields.
The players were not in foursomes, but walked singly, carrying their clubs     across the grass, moving under the trees.
How strange, he thought. And, instead of leaving, he drove into the lot     behind the clubhouse and got out.
Something made him go stand and watch a few     men at the driving range, clubbing the golf balls to send them sailing out into the     twilight.
But still those lone strollers far out on the fairway made him immensely     curious; there was a certain melancholy to the scene.
Almost without thinking, he picked up his bag and carried his golf clubs out     to the first tee, where three old men stood as if waiting for him.
Old men, he thought. Well no, not exactly old, but he was only thirty and     they were well on into turning gray.
When he arrived they gazed at his suntanned face and his sharp clear     eyes.
One of the aging men said hello.
‘What’s going on?’ said the young man, though he wondered why he asked it     that way.
He studied the fields and the single golfers moving away in the shadows.
‘I mean,’ he said, nodding toward the fairway, ‘you’d think they’d be heading     in. In ten minutes they won’t be able to see.’
‘They’ll see, all right,’ said one of the older men. ‘Fact is,we’regoing out. We like the late hour, it’s a chance to be alone and think     about things. So we’ll start off in a group and then go our separate ways.’
‘That’s a hell of a thing to do,’ said the young man.
‘So it is,’ said the other. ‘But we have our reasons. Come along if you want, but when we’re out about a hundred yards, you’ll most     likely find yourself alone.’
The young man thought about it and nodded.
‘It’s a deal,’ he said.
One by one they stepped up to the tee and swung their clubs and watched the     white golf balls vanish into the half dark.
They walked out into the last light, quietly.
The old man walked with the young man, occasionally glancing over at him. The     other two men only looked ahead and said nothing. When they stopped the young man gasped. The     old man said, ‘What?’
The young man exclaimed, ‘My God, Ifoundit! How     come, in this lousy light, I somehowknewwhere it would be?’
‘Those things happen,’ said the old man. ‘You could call it fate, or luck, or     Zen. I call it simple, pure need. Go ahead.’
The young man looked down at his golf ball lying on the grass and stepped     back quietly.
‘No, the others first,’ he said.
The other two men had also found their white golf balls lying in the grass     and now took turns. One swung and hit and walked off alone. The other swung and hit and then     he, too, vanished in the twilight.
The young man watched them going their separate ways.
‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘I’ve never played in a foursome like     this.’
‘It’s really not a foursome,’ said the old     man. ‘You might call it a variation. They’ll go on and we’ll all meet again at the nineteenth     green. Your turn.’
The young man hit and the ball sailed off into the purple-gray sky. He could     almost hear it hit the grass a hundred yards out.
‘Go on,’ said the old man.
‘No,’ said the young man. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll walk with you.’
The old man nodded, positioned himself, and hit his golf ball into the dark.     Then they walked on together in silence.
At last the young man, staring ahead, trying to figure the beginning night,     said, ‘I’ve never seen a game played this way. Who are those others and what are they doing     here? For that matter, who are you? And finally, I wonder, what in hell am I doing here? I     don’t fit.’
‘Not quite,’ said the old man. ‘But perhaps someday you will.’
‘Someday?’ said the young man. ‘If I don’t fit now, why not?’
The old man kept walking, looking ahead, but not over at the younger man.
‘You’re much too young,’ he said. ‘How old are you?’
‘Thirty,’ said the young man.
‘That’s young. Wait until you’re fifty or sixty. Then maybe you’ll be ready     to play the Twilight Greens.’
‘Is that what you call it, the Twilight Greens?’
‘Yes,’ said the old man. ‘Sometimes fellows     like us go out and play really late, don’t come in till seven or eight o’clock; we have that     need to just hit the ball and walk and hit again, then head in when we’re really tired.’
‘How do you know,’ said the young man, ‘when you’re ready to play the     Twilight Greens?’
‘Well,’ said the old man, walking quietly, ‘we’re widowers. Not the usual     kind. Everyone has heard of golf widows, women who are left at home when their husbands play     golf all day Sunday, sometimes on Saturday, sometimes during the week; they get so caught up in     it that they can’t quit. They become golfing machines and the wives wonder where in hell their     husbands went. Well, in this case, we call ourselves the widowers; the wives are still at home,     but the homes are cold, nobody lights a fire, meals are cooked, though not very often, and the     beds are half empty. The widowers.’
The young man said, ‘Widowers? I still don’t quite understand. Nobody’s dead,     are they?’
‘No,’ the old man said. ‘When you say “golf widows,” it means women left at     home when men go out to play golf. In this case, “widowers” means men who have in fact widowed     themselves from their homes.’
The young man mused for a moment and then said, ‘But there are people at     home? There is a woman in each house, yes?’
‘Oh yes,’ said the old man. ‘They are there. They are there. But…’
‘But what?’ said the young man.
‘Well, look at it this way,’ said the old man, still walking quietly and     looking off into the Twilight Greens. ‘For whatever reason, we come here at twilight, onto the     fairway. Maybe because at home there is too little talk, or too much. Too much pillow talk, or     too little. Too many children, or not enough children, or no children at all. All sorts of     excuses. Too much money, not enough. Whatever the reason, all of a sudden these loners here     have discovered that a good place to be as the sun goes down is out on the fairway, playing     alone, hitting the ball, and following it into the fading light.’
‘I see,’ said the young man.
‘I’m not quite sure that you do.’
‘No,’ said the young man, ‘I do indeed, I do indeed. But I don’t think I’ll     ever come back here again at twilight.’
The old man looked at him and nodded.
‘No, I don’t think you will. Not for a while, anyway. Maybe in twenty or     thirty years. You’ve got too good a suntan and you walk too quickly and you look like you’re     all revved up. From now on you should arrive here at noon and play with a real foursome. You     shouldn’t be out here, walking on the Twilight Greens.’
‘I’llnevercome back at night,’ said the young     man. ‘It willneverhappen to me.’
‘I hope not,’ said the old man.
‘I’ll make sure of it,’ said the young man. ‘I think I’ve walked as far as I     need to walk. I think that last hit put my ball too far out in     the dark; I don’t think I want to find it.’
‘Well said,’ said the old man.
And they walked back and the night was really gathering now and they couldn’t     hear their footsteps in the grass.
Behind them the lone strollers still moved, some in, some out, along the far     greens.
When they reached the clubhouse, the young man looked at the old, who seemed     very old indeed, and the old man looked at the young, who looked very young indeed.
‘If you do come back,’ said the old man, ‘at twilight, that is, if you ever     feel the need to play a round starting out with three others and winding up alone, there’s one     thing I’ve got to warn you about.’
‘What’s that?’ said the young man.
‘There is one word you must never use when you converse with all those people     who wander out along the evening grass prairie.’
‘And the word is?’ said the young man.
‘Marriage,’ whispered the old man.
He shook the young man’s hand, took his bag of clubs, and walked away.
Far out, on the Twilight Greens, it now was true dark, and you could not see     the men who still played there.
The young man with his suntanned face and clear, bright eyes turned, walked     to his car, and drove away.
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Un-pillow Talk
‘Good Lord.’
‘Good Lord, indeed!’
They fell back and stared at the ceiling. There was a long pause in which     they regained their breath.
‘That was wonderful,’ she said.
‘Wonderful,’ he said.
There was another pause while they examined the ceiling.
Finally she said, ‘Wonderful, but—’
‘What do you mean “but”?’ he said.
‘It was wonderful,’ she said. ‘But now we’ve ruined everything.’
‘Ruined?’
‘Our friendship,’ she said. ‘It was such a great thing and now we’ve lost     it.’
‘I don’t believe that,’ he said.
She examined the ceiling in even more detail.
‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it was so marvelous. It went on for a long time. What was     it, a year? And now, like damn fools, we’ve killed it.’
‘We weren’t damn fools,’ he said.
‘That’s how I see it. In a moment of weakness.’
‘No, passion,’ he said.
‘No matter how you put it,’ she said, ‘we’ve spoiled everything. How long ago     was it? A year? We were great pals, fine buddies, went to the library together, played tennis,     drank beer instead of champagne, and now we let one little hour throw it all overboard.’
‘I don’t buy that,’ he said.
‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘Stop and examine the last hour and the last     year. You’ve gotta come around to my way of thinking.’
He watched the ceiling to see if he could see there any of the things she had     just said.
At last he sighed.
She heard the sigh and said, ‘Does that mean yes, you agree?’
He nodded and she felt the nod.
They both lay on their separate pillows, staring at the ceiling for a long     while.
‘How do we get it back?’ she said. ‘It’s so stupid. We’ve known better than     this with other people. We’ve seen how things can be killed and yet we went right ahead and killed it. Do you have any ideas? What do we do now?’
‘Get out of bed,’ he said, ‘and have an early breakfast.’
‘That won’t do it,’ she said. ‘Hold still for a while, maybe something will     come to us.’
‘But I’m hungry,’ he said.
‘I’m more than hungry, I’m ravenous. For answers, that is.’
‘What are you doing? What’s that sound?’
‘I think I’m crying. What a terrible loss. Yes, I think I’m crying.’
They lay for another long moment and then he stirred.
‘I’ve got a crazy idea,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘If we lie here with our heads on our pillows and look at the ceiling and     talk about the last hour and then the last week to see how we led up to this, and then the last     month and the whole last year, mightn’t that help?’
‘In what way?’ she said.
‘We’llun-pillow talk,’ he said.
‘Un what?’
‘Un-pillow talk. We’ve heard of pillow talk all our lives, the talk that goes     on late at night or early morning. Pillow talk between husbands and wives and lovers. But in     this case maybe we can put everything in reverse. If we can talk our way back to where we were     last night at ten o’clock, and then at six, and then at noon, maybe somehow we can talk the     whole thing away. Un-pillow talk.’
She made the smallest sound of     laughter.
‘I guess we could try,’ she said. ‘What do we do?’
‘Well, we’ll just lie very straight and relax and look at the ceiling with     our heads on our pillows and we’ll start to talk.’
‘What’s the first thing we talk about?’
‘Shut your eyes and just say anything you want to say.’
‘Butnotabout tonight,’ she said. ‘If we talk     about the last hour, we might get into even worse trouble.’
‘Forget the last hour,’ he said, ‘or remember it quickly, and then let’s get     back toearlyin the evening.’
She lay very straight and shut her eyes and held her fists at her sides.
‘I think it was the candles,’ she said.
‘The candles?’
‘I shouldn’t have bought them. I shouldn’t have lit them. It was our first     candlelit dinner. Not only that, but champagne instead of beer; that was a big mistake.’
‘Candles,’ he said. ‘Champagne. Yeah.’
‘It was late. Usually you go home early. We break it up and get together     early mornings to play tennis or to head to the library. But you stayed awfully late and we     opened that second bottle of champagne.’
‘No more second bottles,’ he said.
‘I’ll throw out the candles,’ she said. ‘But before that, what kind of year     has it been?’
‘Really great,’ he said. ‘I’ve never known     a greater pal, a greater buddy, a greater companion.’
‘Same goes here,’ she said. ‘Where did we meet?’
‘You know. It was the library. I saw you prowling the stacks almost every day     I was there, for about a week. You seemed to be looking for something. Maybe it wasn’t a     book.’
‘Well then,’ she said. ‘Maybe it wasyouafter all.     I saw you wandering the stacks, saw you studying the books. The first thing you said to me was,     “How about Jane Austen?” What a peculiar thing for a man to say. Most men don’t read Jane     Austen, or if they did they wouldn’t admit it or open a conversation with a line like     that.’
‘That wasn’t a line,’ he said. ‘I thought you looked like a reader of Jane     Austen, or maybe even Edith Wharton. It was quite natural.’
‘From there,’ she said, ‘it really opened out. I remember we began to walk     through the stacks together and you pulled out a special edition of Edgar Allan Poe to show me,     and though I never was a Poe fan, the way you talked about him, the way you inspired me, I     began to read the awful man the next day.’
‘So,’ he said, ‘it was Austen and Wharton and Poe. Those are great names for     a literary company.’
‘And then you asked me if I played tennis and I said yes. You said you were     better at badminton but you’d try tennis with me. So we played against each other and that was     great…I think one of the mistakes we made was that this     week, for the first time ever, we played doubles and we played together against the other     two.’
‘Yes, that was a great mistake. As long as I opposed you, there was no chance     for any candles or any champagne. Maybe that’s not strictly true, but you beating me all the     time, I must admit, made it difficult.’
She laughed quietly. ‘Well then, I have to admit that when we became a team     on the court and won the game yesterday, not long after that, without thinking, I went out and     bought the candles.’
‘Good God,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Isn’t life strange?’ She paused and looked at the ceiling     again. ‘Are we almost there?’
‘Where?’
‘Back where we should be. Back a year ago, a month ago, hell, even a week     ago. I’d settle even for that.’
‘Keep talking,’ he said.
‘No, you,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to help.’
‘Well then, it was those days driving up the coast and back. We never stayed     overnight. We just loved the drive in the open car with the wind and the sea and there was one     hell of a lot of laughter.’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? When you think back about all your     friends and all the most important times in your life, laughter is the greatest gift. We did     much of that.’
‘You actually went to some of my lectures and didn’t fall asleep.’
‘How could I? You’ve always been     brilliant.’
‘No,’ he said. ‘A genius, yes, but not brilliant.’
She laughed again, quietly.
‘You’ve been reading too much Bernard Shaw lately.’
‘Does it show?’
‘Yes, but I don’t mind. Genius or brilliant, the talk has been fine.’
‘How are we doing?’ he said.
‘I think we’re getting close,’ she said. ‘I’m almost back to six months ago.     If we keep going, it will be a year. And tonight will be just some sort of bright, wonderful,     dumb memory.’
‘Well put,’ he said. ‘Keep talking.’
‘Another thing,’ she said. ‘In all our travels, from breakfast at the seaside     to lunch in the mountains to dinner in Palm Springs, we were always home before midnight–me     dropped off at the door and you driving off.’
‘That’s right. What wonderful trips. Well now,’ he said, ‘how do you     feel?’
‘I think I’m there,’ she said. ‘This un-pillow talk was a great idea.’
‘Are you back in the library and walking, all by yourself?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’ll follow after a while,’ he said. ‘Just one more thing.’
‘Yes?’
‘At noon tomorrow, tennis, but this time you’re across the net again and we     play against each other, like in the old days, and I’ll win and you’ll lose.’
‘Don’t be so sure. Noon. Tennis. Just like     the old times. Anything else?’
‘Don’t forget to buy the beer.’
‘Beer,’ she said. ‘Yes. Now what? Friends?’
‘What?’
‘Friends?’
‘Of course.’
‘Good. Now, I’m very tired; I need sleep, but I’m feeling better.’
‘Me, too,’ he said.
‘So, my head’s on the pillow, your head’s on yours, but before we go to sleep     there’s one more thing.’
‘What?’
‘Can I hold your hand? Just that.’
‘Of course.’
‘Because I have a terrible feeling,’ she said, ‘that the bed might spin and     you’ll be thrown off and I’ll wake up to find you’re not holding my hand.’
‘Hold on,’ he said.
His hand touched hers. They lay very straight, very still.
‘Good night,’ he said.
‘Oh, yes, good, good night,’ she said.
Annotation




Virgin Resusitas
She sounded crazy with joy on the phone. I had to calm her down.
"Helen," I said, "take it easy. What's going on?"
"The greatest news. You must come over, now, right now."
"This is Thursday, Helen. I don't usually see you on Thursdays. Tuesdays were always it."
"It can't wait, it's too wonderful."
"Can't you tell me over the phone?"
"It's too personal. I hate saying personal things on the phone. Are youthatbusy?"
"No, I just finished up some letters."
"Well then, come and celebrate with me."
"This had better be good," I said.
"Wait till you hear. Run."
I hung up slowly and walked slowly to put on my coat and reach for my courage. There was a feeling of doom waiting outside my door. I plowed through it, made it to my car, and drove through a self-imposed silence, with an occasional curse, to Helen's apartment across town. I hesitated at knocking on her door, but it sprang open, surprising me. The look on Helen's face was so wild I thought she had come off her hinges.
"Don't just stand there," she cried. "Come in."
"It's not Tuesday, Helen."
"And never will beagain!" she laughed.
My stomach turned to lead. I let her pull me by the elbow, lead me in, sit me down, then she whirled through the room finding wine and filling glasses. She held one out to me. I only stared at it.
"Drink," she said.
"I have a feeling it won't do any good."
"Look at me!I'mdrinking! It's a celebration!"
"Every time you've ever used that word, part of the continent falls off into space. Here goes. What am I celebrating?"
I sipped and she touched my glass, indicating I should finish it so it could be refilled.
"Sit down, Helen. You make me nervous standing there."
"Well." She finished her glass and refilled both and sat down with a great exhalation of joy. "You'll never guess."
"I'm trying hard not to."
"Hold on to your hat. I've joined the Church."
"You—what church?" I stammered.
"Good grief! There's onlyone!"
"You have a lot of Mormon friends, and a few Lutherans on the side … "
"My God," she cried. "Catholic, of course."
"Since when have you liked Catholics? I thought you were raised in an Orange family, family from Cork,laughedat the Pope!"
"Silly. That was then, this is now. I am certified."
"Give me that bottle." I downed my second wine and refilled and shook my head. "Now, give me that again. Slowly."
"I've just come from Father Reilly's down the street."
"who—?"
"He's the head priest at St. Ignatius. He's been preparing me, you know, instruction, the last month or so."
I fell back in my chair and peered into my empty glass. "Isthatwhy I didn't see you last week?"
She nodded vigorously, beaming.
"Or the week before or the week beforethat?"
Again a wild nodding agreement, plus a burst of laughter.
"This Father Kelly—"
"Reilly."
"Reilly, Father. Where did you meet him?"
"I didn't exactly meet him." She glanced at the ceiling. I looked up to see what was there. She saw me looking and glanced back down.
"Well, bumped into him, then," I inquired.
"I—well, hell. I made anappointment."
"A fallen-away-long-time-ago Cork-energizedBaptistmaid?"
"Don't get in an uproar."
"This is not an uproar. It's a former lover trying to comprehend … "
"You'renota former lover!"
She reached out to touch my shoulder. I looked at her hand and it fell away.
"What am I, then? Analmostformer?"
"Don'tsaythat."
"Maybe I should letyousay it. I can see it in your mouth."
She licked her lips as if to erase the look.
"How long ago did you meet, bump, make an appointment with Reilly?"
"FatherReilly. I dunno."
"Yes, you do. An appointment like that is a day that will live in infamy, or that's how I see it."
"Don't jump to conclusions."
"No jumps. Just hopping mad. Orwillbe if you don't come clean."
"Is this supposed to be my second confession of the day?" She blinked.
"My God," I said, feeling an invisible stomach punch. "So that's it! You came plunging out of the confessional an hour ago and the first person you called with the lunatic news—"
"I didn'tplungeout!"
"No, I suppose not. How long were you cooped up in there?"
"Not long."
"How long?"
"Half an hour. An hour."
"Is Reilly, Father Reilly taking a nap now? Hemust.How many dozen years of sin did you unload? Did he slip a word in edgewise? Was God mentioned?"
"Don't joke."
"Did thatsoundlike a joke? So you trapped him for an hour, did you? I bet he's chugalugging the altar wine right now."
"Stop it!" she cried, and there were tears in her eyes. "I call you with good news and you spoil it."
"How long ago did you make this appointment with Reilly,Father,that is? Your first appointment, for instruction. It must take weeks or months. He does most of the talking, right, at the start?"
"Most."
"I'd just like to know the date is all. Is that asking too much?"
"January fifteenth, a Tuesday. Four o'clock."
I figured swiftly, sending my mind back. "Ah, yes," I said, and closed my eyes.
"Ah, yes, what?" She leaned forward.
"That was the last Tuesday, the final time you asked me to marry you."
"Was it?"
"Asked me to leave my wife and kids and marry you, yes."
"I don't recall."
"Yes, you do. And you recall my answer. No. Just like the dozen other times. No. So you picked up the phone and called Reilly."
"It wasn't all that quick."
"No? Did you wait half an hour, forty-five minutes?"
She lowered her eyes. "An hour, maybe two."
"Let's say an hour and a half, split the difference, and he had the time and you went over. A glad hand for the Baptist. Jesus, Mary, and Moses. Give me that."
I grabbed the wine back and did away with my third glass.
"Shoot," I said, looking up at her.
"That's all," she said, simply.
"You mean you brought me all the way over here just to tell me you are a practicing Catholic and have unloaded fifteen years of accumulated guilt?"
"Well—"
"I'm waiting for the other shoe to drop."
"Shoe?"
"That glass slipper I slipped on your foot three years back, the one that fit so perfectly. When it drops it'll break. I'll be on my feet till midnight picking up the pieces."
"You're not going to cry, are you?" She leaned forward, peering into my face.
"Yes, no. I haven't decided. If I did, would you put me over your shoulder, like you always do, and burp me? You always did that and made me well. Now what?"
"You said it all."
"How come I thought I was waiting for you to say it? Say it."
"The priest said—"
"I don't want to hear what the priest said. Don't blame him. What doyousay?"
"The priest said," she went on, as if not hearing me, "since I am now a member of his flock, that from now on I mustn't have anything to do with married men."
"What about unmarried men, what did he say about those?"
"We only talked 'married.' "
"Now we've almost got it. What you are saying is that … " I figured swiftly, counting back. "Is that the Tuesday before the Tuesday before last was our last tossing-the-blanket pillow fight?"
"I guess so," she said, miserably.
"Youguessso?"
"Yes," she said.
"And I'm not to see you again?"
"We can have lunch—"
"Lunch, after all those midnight banquets and delicatessen-appetite-inducing brunches and made-in-heaven snacks?"
"Don't exaggerate."
"Exaggerate? Hell, I've lived inside a tornado for three incredible years and never touched ground. There wasn't a hair of my body that didn't throw sparks if you touched me. I no sooner got out your door with the sun going down every Tuesday than I wanted to charge back in and rip the paper off the walls, crying your name. Exaggerate? Exaggerate! Call the madhouse. Rent me a room!"
"You'll get over it," she said, lamely.
"Around about next July, maybe August. By Halloween I'll be a basket case … So from now on, Helen, you'll be seeing this Reilly, this father, this priest?"
"I don't like you putting it that way."
"He'll be instructing you every Tuesday afternoon, right as rain, on the nose? Well, will he orwon'the?"
"Yes."
"My God!" I got up and walked around, talking to the walls. "What a plot for a book, a movie, a TV sitcom. Woman, lacking courage, no guts, figures amazingly clever way to ditch her boyfriend. Can't just say, Out, go, be gone. No. Can't say, It's over, it was nice but it's over. No, sir. So she takes instruction and gets religion and uses the religion to call a halt and regain her virginity."
"That's not the way it was."
"You mean to say you just happened to get religion and once you were inoculated it suddenly struck you to call the Goodwill to come get me?"
"I never—"
"Yes, you did. And it'saperfect out. There's no way around it. I'm trapped. My hands are tied. If I forced you to love me now, you'd be sinning against Reilly's good advice. Lord, what a situation!" I sat down again. "Did you mention my name?"
"Not yourname,no … "
"But you did talk about me, right? Hours and hours?"
"Ten minutes, maybe fifteen."
"How I was good at this and that and you couldn't bear to live without me?"
"I'm living without you now and free as a bird!"
"I can tell by that fake laugh."
"It's not fake. You just don't want tohearit."
"Continue."
"What?"
"Go on with your grocery list."
"That's all."
She laced and unlaced her fingers.
"Well, one other thing … "
"What?"
She took out a tissue and blew her nose.
"Every time we made love, it hurt."
"What?" I cried, stunned.
"It did," she said, not looking at me. "From the start. Always."
"You mean to say," I gasped, "that every time we took a trip to the moon on gossamer wings, it waspainful?"
"Yes."
"And all those shouts and cries of joy were cover-ups for your discomfort?" "Yes."
"All thoseyears,all thosehours,why didn't youtellme?"
"I didn't want to make you unhappy."
"Good God!" I cried.
And then, "I don't believe you."
"It's true."
"I don't believe you," I said, fighting to control my breath. "It was too wonderful, it was too great, it was—no, no, you couldn't have lied each time, every time." I stopped and stared at her. "You're making this up to tie it in with this Father Reilly thing. That's it, isn't it?"
"Honest to God—"
"Watch it. You're certified now! That'sblasphemy!"
"Just 'honest' then. No lie."
I lapsed back into hot confusion.
There was a long silence.
"We could still have lunch," she said. "Someday."
"No thanks. I couldn't stand it. To see you and have to sit across from you and not touch, oh, Lord! Where's my hat? Was Iwearingone?"
I put my hand on the doorknob.
"Where are you going?" she cried.
I shook my head, eyes shut. "I don't know. Yes, I do. To join the Unitarian Church!"
"What?"
"Unitarians.Youknow."
"But you can't dothat!"
"Why?"
"Because—"
"Because?"
"They never mention God or Jesus. They're embarrassed if you talk about them."
"Right."
"Which means, when I see youIwouldn't be able to mention God or Jesus."
"Right."
"Youwouldn'tjoin them!"
"No? You made the first move. Now it's mine. Checkmate."
I turned the doorknob and said:
"I'll call you next Tuesday, a last time. But if I do, don't ask me to marry you."
"Don't call," she said.
"Oh, love that I still dearly love," I said, "goodbye."
I went out and shut the door. Quietly.
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The Visitor
SAUL WILLIAMS awoke to the still morning. He looked wearily out of his tent and thought about how far away Earth was. Millions of miles, he thought. But then what could you do about it? Your lungs were full of the “blood rust.” You coughed all the time.
Saul arose this particular morning at seven o’clock. He was a tall man, lean, thinned by his illness. It was a quiet morning on Mars, with the dead sea bottom-flat and silent—no wind on it. The sun was clear and cool in the empty sky. He washed his face and ate breakfast.
After that he wanted very much to be back on Earth. During the day he tried every way that it was possible to be in New York City. Sometimes, if he sat right and held his hands a certain way, he did it. He could almost smell New York. Most of the time, though, it was impossible.
Later in the morning Saul tried to die. He lay on the sand and told his heart to stop. It continued beating. He imagined himself leaping from a cliff or cutting his wrists, but laughed to himself—he knew he lacked the nerve for either act.
Maybe if I squeeze tight and think about it enough, I’ll just sleep and never wake, he thought. He tried it. An hour later he awoke with a mouth full of blood. He got up and spat it out and felt very sorry for himself. This blood rust—it filled your mouth and your nose; it ran from your ears, your fingernails; and it took a year to kill you. The only cure was shoving you in a rocket and shooting you out to exile on Mars. There was no known cure on Earth, and remaining there would contaminate and kill others. So here he was, bleeding all the time, and lonely.
Saul’s eyes narrowed. In the distance, by an ancient city ruin, he saw another man lying on a filthy blanket.
When Saul walked up, the man on the blanket stirred weakly.
“Hello, Saul,” he said.
“Another morning,” said Saul. “Christ, I’m lonely!”
“It is an affliction of the rusted ones,” said the man on the blanket, not moving, very pale and as if he might vanish if you touched him.
“I wish to God,” said Saul, looking down at the man, “that you could at least talk. Why is it that intellectuals never get the blood rust and come up here?”
“It is a conspiracy against you, Saul,” said the man, shutting his eyes, too weary to keep them open. “Once I had the strength to be an intellectual. Now, it is a job to think.”
“If only we could talk,” said Saul Williams.
The other man merely shrugged indifferently.
“Come tomorrow. Perhaps I’ll have enough strength to talk about Aristotle then. I’ll try. Really I will.” The man sank down under the worn tree. He opened one eye. “Remember, once we did talk on Aristotle, six months ago, on that good day I had.”
“I remember,” said Saul, not listening. He looked at the dead sea. “I wish I were as sick as you, then maybe I wouldn’t worry about being an intellectual. Then maybe I’d get some peace.”
“You’ll get just as bad as I am now in about six months,” said the dying man. “Then you won’t care about anything but sleep and more sleep. Sleep will be like a woman to you. You’ll always go back to her, because she’s fresh and good and faithful and she always treats you kindly and the same. You only wake up so you can think about going hack to sleep. It’s a nice thought.” The man’s voice was a bare whisper. Now it stopped and a light breathing took over.
Saul walked off.
Along the shores of the dead sea, like so many emptied bottles flung up by some long-gone wave, were the huddled bodies of sleeping men. Saul could see them all down the curve of the empty sea. One, two, three—all of them sleeping alone, most of them worse off than he, each with his little cache of food, each grown into himself, because social converse was weakening and sleep was good.
At first there had been a few nights around mutual campfires. And they had all talked about Earth. That was the only thing they talked about. Earth and the way the waters ran in town creeks and what homemade strawberry pie tasted like and how New York looked in the early morning coming over on the Jersey ferry in the salt wind.
I want Earth, thought Saul. I want it so bad it hurts. I want something I can never have again. And they all want it and it hurts them not to have it. More than food or a woman or anything, I just want Earth. This sickness puts women away forever; they’re not things to be wanted. But Earth, yes. That’s a thing for the mind and not the weak body.
The bright metal flashed on the sky.
Saul looked up.
The bright metal flashed again.
A minute later the rocket landed on the sea bottom. A valve opened, a man stepped out, carrying his luggage with him. Two other men, in protective germicide suits, accompanied him, bringing out vast cases of food, setting up a tent for him.
Another minute and the rocket returned to the sky. The exile stood alone.
Saul began to run. He hadn’t run in weeks, and it was very tiring, but he ran and yelled.
“Hello, hello!”
The young man looked Saul up and down when he arrived.
“Hello. So this is Mars. My name’s Leonard Mark.”
“I’m Saul Williams.”
They shook hands. Leonard Mark was very young—only eighteen; very blond, pink-faced, blue-eyed and fresh in spite of his illness.
“How are things in New York?” said Saul.
“Like this,” said Leonard Mark. And he looked at Saul. New York grew up out of the desert, made of stone and filled with March winds. Neons exploded in electric color. Yellow taxis glided in a still night. Bridges rose and tugs chanted in the midnight harbors. Curtains rose on spangled musicals.
Saul put his hands to his head, violently.
“Hold on, hold on!” he cried. “What’s happening to me? What’s wrong with me? I’m going crazy!”
Leaves sprouted from trees in Central Park, green and new. On the pathway Saul strolled along, smelling the air.
“Stop it, stop it, you fool!” Saul shouted at himself. He pressed his forehead with his hands. “This can’t be!”
“It is,” said Leonard Mark.
The New York towers faded. Mars returned. Saul stood on the empty sea bottom, staring limply at the young newcomer.
“You,” he said, putting his hand out to Leonard Mark.  “You  did it. You did it with your mind.”
“Yes,” said Leonard Mark.
Silently they stood facing each other. Finally, trembling, Saul seized the other exile’s hand and wrung it again and again, saying, “Oh, but I’m glad you’re here. You can’t know how glad I am!”
They drank their rich brown coffee from the tin cups.
It was high noon. They had been talking all through the warm morning time.
“And this ability of yours?” said Saul over his cup, looking steadily at the young Leonard Mark.
“It’s just something I was born with,” said Mark, looking into his drink. “My mother was in the blowup of London back in ’57.  I was born ten months later. I don’t know what you’d call my ability. Telepathy and thought transference, I suppose. I used to have an act. I traveled all around the world. Leonard Mark, the mental marvel, they said on the billboards. I was pretty well off. Most people thought I was a charlatan. You know what people think of theatrical folks. Only I knew I was really genuine, but I didn’t let anybody know. It was safer not to let it get around too much. Oh, a few of my close friends knew about my real ability. I had a lot of talents that will come in handy now that I’m here on Mars.”
“You sure scared the hell out of me,” said Saul, his cup rigid in his hand. “When New York came right up out of the ground that way, I thought I was insane.”
“It’s a form of hypnotism which affects all of the sensual organs at once—eyes, ears, nose, mouth, skin—all of them. What would you like to be doing now most of all?”
Saul put down his cup. He tried to hold his hands very steady. He wet his lips. “I’d like to be in a little creek I used to swim in in Mellin Town, Illinois, when I was a kid. I’d like to be stark-naked and swimming.”
“Well,” said Leonard Mark and moved his head ever so little.
Saul fell back on the sand, his eyes shut.
Leonard Mark sat watching him.
Saul lay on the sand. From time to time his hands moved, twitched excitedly. His mouth spasmed open; sounds issued from his tightening and relaxing throat.
Saul began to make slow movements of his arms, out and back, out and back, gasping with his head to one side, his arms going and coming slowly on the warm air, stirring the yellow sand under him, his body turning slowly over.
Leonard Mark quietly finished his coffee. While he drank he kept his eyes on the moving, whispering Saul lying there on the dead sea bottom.
“All right,” said Leonard Mark.
Saul sat up, rubbing his face.
After a moment he told Leonard Mark, “I saw the creek. I ran along the bank and I took off my clothes,” he said breathlessly, his smile incredulous. “And I  dived in  and swam around!”
“I’m pleased,” said Leonard Mark.
“Here!” Saul reached into his pocket and drew forth his last bar of chocolate. “This is for  you.”
“What’s this?” Leonard Mark looked at the gift. “Chocolate? Nonsense, I’m not doing this for pay. I’m doing it because it makes you happy. Put that thing back in your pocket before I turn it into a rattlesnake and it bites you.”
“Thank you, thank you!” Saul put it away. “You don’t know how good that water was.” He fetched the coffeepot. “More?”
Pouring the coffee, Saul shut his eyes a moment.
I’ve got Socrates here, he thought; Socrates and Plato, and Nietzsche and Schopenhauer. This man, by his talk, is a genius. By his talent, he’s incredible! Think of the long, easy days and the cool nights of talk we’ll have. It won’t be a bad year at all.
Not half.
He spilled the coffee.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Saul himself was confused, startled.
We’ll be in Greece, he thought. In Athens. We’ll be in Rome, if we want, when we study the Roman writers. We’ll stand in the Parthenon and the Acropolis. It won’t be just talk, but it’ll be a place to be, besides. This man can do it. He has the power to do it. When we talk the plays of Racine, he can make a stage and players and all of it for me. By Christ, this is better than life ever was! How much better to be sick and here than well on Earth without these abilities! How may people have ever seen a Greek drama played in a Greek amphitheater in the year 31 B.C.?
And if I ask, quietly and earnestly, will this man take on the aspect of Schopenhauer and Darwin and Bergson and all the other thoughtful men of the ages . . . ? Yes, why not? To sit and talk with Nietzsche in person, with Plato himself . . . !
There was only one thing wrong. Saul felt himself swaying. The other men. The other sick ones along the bottom of this dead sea.
In the distance men were moving, walking toward them.
They had seen the rocket flash, land, dislodge a passenger. Now they were coming, slowly, painfully, to greet the new arrival.
Saul was cold. “Look,” he said. “Mark, I think we’d better head for the mountains.”
“Why?”
“See those men coming? Some of them are insane.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Isolation and all make them that way?”
“Yes, that’s it. We’d better get going.”
“They don’t look very dangerous. They move slowly.”
“You’d be surprised.”
Mark looked at Saul. “You’re trembling. Why’s that?”
“There’s no time to talk,” said Saul, getting up swiftly. “Come on. Don’t you realize what’ll happen once they discover your talent? They’ll fight over you. They’ll kill each other—kill you—for the right to own you.”
“Oh, but I don’t belong to anybody,” said Leonard Mark. He looked at Saul. “No. Not even you.”
Saul jerked his head. “I didn’t even think of that.”
“Didn’t you now?” Mark laughed.
“We haven’t time to argue,” answered Saul, eyes blinking, cheeks blazing. “Come on!”
“I don’t want to. I’m going to sit right here until those men show up. You’re a little too possessive. My life’s my own.”
Saul felt an ugliness in himself. His face began to twist. “You  heard  what I said.”
“How very quickly you changed from a friend to an enemy, observed Mark.
Saul hit at him. It was a neat quick blow, coming down. Mark ducked aside, laughing. “No, you don’t!” They were in the center of Times Square. Cars roared, hooting, upon them. Buildings plunged up, hot, into the blue air.
“It’s a lie!” cried Saul, staggering under the visual impact. “For God’s sake, don’t, Mark! The men are coming. You’ll be killed!”
Mark sat there on the pavement, laughing at his joke. “Let them come. I can fool them all!”
New York distracted Saul. It was meant to distract—meant to keep his attention with its unholy beauty, after so many months away from it. Instead of attacking Mark he could only stand, drinking in the alien but familiar scene.
He shut his eyes. “No.” And fell forward, dragging Mark with him. Horns screamed in his ears. Brakes hissed and caught violently. He smashed at Mark’s chin.
Silence.
Mark lay on the sea bottom.
Taking the unconscious man in his arms, Saul began to run, heavily.
New York was gone. There was only the wide soundlessness of the dead sea. The men were closing in around him. He headed for the hills with his precious cargo, with New York and green country and fresh springs and old friends held in his arms. He fell once and struggled up. He did not stop running.
Night filled the cave. The wind wandered in and out, tugging at the small fire, scattering ashes.
Mark opened his eyes. He was tied with ropes and leaning against the dry wall of the cave, facing the fire.
Saul put another stick on the fire, glancing now and again with a catlike nervousness at the cave enhance.
“You’re a fool.”
Saul started.
“Yes,” said Mark, “you’re a fool. They’ll find us. If they have to hunt for six months they’ll find us. They saw New York, at a distance, like a mirage. And us in the center of it. It’s too much to think they won’t be curious and follow our trail.”
“I’ll move on with you then,” said Saul, staring into the fire.
“And they’ll come after.”
“Shut up!”
Mark smiled. “Is that the way to speak to your wife?”
“You heard me!”
“Oh, a fine marriage this is—your greed and my mental ability. What do you want to see now? Shall I show you a few more of your childhood scenes?”
Saul felt the sweat coming out on his brow. He didn’t know if the man was joking or not. “Yes,” he said.
“All right,” said Mark, “watch!”
Flame gushed out of the rocks. Sulphur choked him. Pits of brimstone exploded, concussions rocked the cave. Heaving up, Saul coughed and blundered, burned, withered by hell!
Hell went away. The cave returned.
Mark was laughing.
Saul stood over him. “You,” he said coldly, bending down.
“What else do you expect?” cried Mark. “To be tied up, toted off, made the intellectual bride of a man insane with loneliness—do you think I enjoy this?”
“I’ll untie you if you promise not to run away.”
“I couldn’t promise that. I’m a free agent. I don’t belong to anybody.”
Saul got down on his knees. “But you’ve  got  to belong, do you hear? You’ve  got  to belong. I can’t let you go away!”
“My dear fellow, the more you say things like that, the more remote I am. If you’d had any sense and done things intelligently, we’d have been friends. I’d have been glad to do you these little hypnotic favors. After all, they’re no trouble for me to conjure up. Fun, really. But you’ve botched it. You wanted me all to yourself. You were afraid the others would take me away from you. Oh, how mistaken you were. I have enough power to keep them all happy. You could have shared me, like a community kitchen. I’d have felt quite like a god among children, being kind, doing favors, in return for which you might bring me little gifts, special tidbits of food.”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Saul cried. “But I know those men too well.”
“Are you any different? Hardly! Go out and see if they’re coming. I thought I heard a noise.”
Saul ran. In the cave entrance he cupped his hands, peering down into the night-filled gully. Dim shapes stirred. Was it only the wind blowing the roving clumps of weeds? He began to tremble—a fine, aching tremble.
“I don’t see anything.” He came back into an empty cave.
He stared at the fireplace. “Mark!”
Mark was gone.
There was nothing but the cave, filled with boulders, stones, pebbles, the lonely fire flickering, the wind sighing. And Saul standing there, incredulous and numb.
“Mark! Mark! Come back!”
The man had worked free of his bonds, slowly, carefully, and using the ruse of imagining he heard other men approaching, had gone—where?
The cave was deep, but ended in a blank wall. And Mark could not have slipped past him into the night. How then?
Saul stepped around the fire. He drew his knife and approached a large boulder that stood against the cave wall. Smiling, he pressed the knife against the boulder. Smiling, he tapped the knife there. Then he drew his knife back to plunge it into the boulder.
“Stop!” shouted Mark.
The boulder vanished. Mark was there.
Saul suspended his knife. The fire played on his cheeks. His eyes were quite insane.
“It didn’t work,” he whispered. He reached down and put his hands on Mark’s throat and closed his fingers. Mark said nothing, but moved uneasily in the grip, his eyes ironic, telling things to Saul that Saul knew.
If you kill me, the eyes said, where will all your dreams be?
If you kill me, where will all the streams and brook trout be?
Kill me, kill Plato, kill Aristotle, kill Einstein; yes, kill all of us!
Go ahead, strangle me. I dare you.
Saul’s fingers released the throat.
Shadows moved into the cave mouth.
Both men turned their heads.
The other men were there. Five of them, haggard with travel, panting, waiting in the outer rim of light.
“Good evening,” called Mark, laughing. “Come in, come in, gentlemen!”
By dawn the arguments and ferocities still continued. Mark sat among the glaring men, rubbing his wrists, newly released from his bonds. He created a mahogany-paneled conference hall and a marble table at which they all sat, ridiculously bearded, evil-smelling, sweating and greedy men, eyes bent upon their treasure.
“The way to settle it,” said Mark at last “is for each of you to have certain hours of certain days for appointments with me. I’ll treat you all equally. I’ll be city property, free to come and go. That’s fair enough. As for Saul here, he’s on probation. When he’s proved he can be a civil person once more, I’ll give him a treatment or two. Until that time, I’ll have nothing more to do with him.”
The other exiles grinned at Saul.
“I’m sorry,” Saul said. “I didn’t know what I was doing. I’m all right now.”
“We’ll see,” said Mark. “Let’s give ourselves a month, shall we?”
The other men grinned at Saul.
Saul said nothing. He sat staring at the floor of the cave.
“Let’s see now,” said Mark. “On Mondays it’s your day, Smith.”
Smith nodded.
“On Tuesdays I’ll take Peter there, for an hour or so.
Peter nodded.
“On Wednesdays I’ll finish up with Johnson, Holtzman, and Jim, here.”
The last three men looked at each other.
“The rest of the week I’m to be left strictly alone, do you hear?” Mark told them. “A little should be better than nothing. If you don’t obey, I won’t perform at all.”
“Maybe we’ll  make  you perform,” said Johnson. He caught the other men’s eye. “Look, we’re five against his one. We can make him do anything we want. If we co-operate, we’ve got a great thing here.”
“Don’t be idiots,” Mark warned the other men.
“Let me talk,” said Johnson. “He’s telling us what he’ll do. Why don’t we tell  him!  Are we bigger than him, or not? And him threatening not to perform! Well, just let me get a sliver of wood under his toenails and maybe burn his fingers a bit with a steel file, and we’ll see if he performs! Why shouldn’t we have performances, I want to know, every night in the week?”
“Don’t listen to him!” said Mark. “He’s crazy. He can’t be depended on. You know what he’ll do, don’t you? He’ll get you all off guard, one by one, and kill you; yes, kill all of you, so that when he’s done, he’ll be alone—just him and me! That’s his sort.”
The listening men blinked. First at Mark, then at Johnson.
“For that matter,” observed Mark, “none of you can trust the others. This is a fool’s conference. The minute your back is turned one of the other men will murder you. I dare say, at the week’s end, you’ll all be dead or dying.”
A cold wind blew into the mahogany room. It began to dissolve and became a cave once more. Mark was tired of his joke. The marble table splashed and rained and evaporated.
The men gazed suspiciously at each other with little bright animal eyes. What was spoken was true. They saw each other in the days to come, surprising one another, killing—until that last lucky one remained to enjoy the intellectual treasure that walked among them.
Saul watched them and felt alone and disquieted. Once you have made a mistake, how hard to admit your wrongness, to go back, start fresh. They were  all  wrong. They had been lost a long time. Now they were worse than lost.
“And to make matters very bad,” said Mark at last, “one of you has a gun. All the rest of you have only knives. But one of you, I know, has a gun.
Everybody jumped up. “Search!” said Mark. “Find the one with the gun or you’re all dead!”
That did it. The men plunged wildly about, not knowing whom to search first. Their hands grappled, they cried out, and Mark watched them in contempt.
Johnson fell back, feeling in his jacket. “All right,” he said. “We might as well have it over now! Here, you, Smith.”
And he shot Smith through the chest. Smith fell. The other men yelled. They broke apart. Johnson aimed and fired twice more.
“Stop!” cried Mark.
New York soared up around them, out of rock and cave and sky. Sun glinted on high towers. The elevated thundered; tugs blew in the harbor. The green lady stared across the bay, a torch in her hand.
“Look, you fools!” said Mark. Central Park broke out constellations of spring blossoms. The wind blew fresh-cut lawn smells over them in a wave.
And in the center of New York, bewildered, the men stumbled. Johnson fired his gun three times more. Saul ran forward. He crashed against Johnson, bore him down, wrenched the gun away. It fired again.
The men stopped milling.
They stood. Saul lay across Johnson. They ceased struggling.
There was a terrible silence. The men stood watching. New York sank down into the sea. With a hissing, bubbling, sighing; with a cry of ruined metal and old time, the great structures leaned, warped, flowed, collapsed.
Mark stood among the buildings. Then, like a building, a neat red hole drilled into his chest, wordless, he fell.
Saul lay staring at the men, at the body.
He got up, the gun in his hand.
Johnson did not move—was afraid to move.
They all shut their eyes and opened them again, thinking that by so doing they might reanimate the man who lay before them.
The cave was cold.
Saul stood up and looked, remotely, at the gun in his hand. He took it and threw it far out over the valley and did not watch it fall.
They looked down at the body as if they could not believe it. Saul bent down and took hold of the limp hand. “Leonard!” he said softly. “Leonard?” He shook the hand. “Leonard!”
Leonard Mark did not move. His eyes were shut; his chest had ceased going up and down. He was getting cold.
Saul got up. “We’ve killed him,” he said, not looking at the men. His mouth was filling with a raw liquor now. “The only one we didn’t want to kill, we killed.” He put his shaking hand to his eyes. The other men stood waiting.
“Get a spade,” said Saul. “Bury him.” He turned away. “I’ll have nothing to do with you.”
Somebody walked off to find a spade.
Saul was so weak he couldn’t move. His legs were grown into the earth, with roots feeding deep of loneliness and fear and the cold of the night. The fire had almost died out and now there was only the double moonlight riding over the blue mountains.
There was the sound of someone digging in the earth with a spade.
“We don’t need him anyhow,” said somebody, much too loudly.
The sound of digging went on. Saul walked off slowly and let himself slide down the side of a dark tree until he reached and was sitting blankly on the sand, his hands blindly in his lap.
Sleep, he thought. We’ll all go to sleep now. We have that much, anyway. Go to sleep and try to dream of New York and all the rest.
He closed his eyes wearily, the blood gathering in his nose and his mouth and in his quivering eyes.
“How did he do it?” he asked in a tired voice. His head fell forward on his chest. “How did he bring New York up here and make us walk around in it? Lct’s try. It shouldn’t be too hard. Think! Think of New York,” he whispered, falling down into sleep. “New York and Central Park and then Illinois in the spring, apple blossoms and green grass.
It didn’t work. It wasn’t the same. New York was gone and nothing he could do would bring it back. He would rise every morning and walk on the dead sea looking for it, and walk forever around Mars, looking for it, and never find it. And finally lie, too tired to walk, trying to find New York in his head, but not finding it.
The last thing he heard before he slept was the spade rising and falling and digging a hole into which, with a tremendous crash of metal and golden mist and odor and color and sound, New York collapsed, fell, and was buried.
He cried all night in his sleep.
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When the Bough Breaks
The night was cold and there was a slight wind which had begun to rise     around two in the morning.
The leaves in all the trees outside began to tremble.
By three o’clock the wind was constant and murmuring outside the window.
She was the first to open her eyes.
And then, for some imperceptible reason, he stirred in his half sleep.
‘You awake?’ he said.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘There was a sound, something called.’
He half raised his head.
A long way off there was a soft wailing.
‘Hear that?’ she asked.
‘What?’
‘Something’s crying.’
‘Something?’ he said.
‘Someone,’ she said. ‘It sounds like a ghost.’
‘My God, what a thing. What time is it?’
‘Three in the morning. That terrible hour.’
‘Terrible?’ he said.
‘You know Dr Meade told us at the hospital that that’s the one hour when     people just give up, they don’t keep trying anymore. That’s when they die. Three in the     morning.’
‘I’d rather not think about that,’ he said.
The sound from outside the house grew louder.
‘There it is again,’ she said. ‘That sounds like a ghost.’
‘Oh my God,’ he whispered. ‘What kind of ghost?’
‘A baby,’ she said. ‘A baby crying.’
‘Since when do babies have ghosts? Have we known any babies recently that     died?’ He made a soft sound of laughter.
‘No,’ she said, and shook her head back and forth. ‘But maybe it’s not the     ghost of a baby that died, but…I don’t know. Listen.’
He listened and the crying came again, a long way off.
‘What if—’ she said.
‘Yes?’
‘What if it’s the ghost of a child—’
‘Go on,’ he said.
‘That hasn’t been born yet.’
‘Are there such ghosts? And can they make sounds? My God, why do I say that?     What a strange thing to say.’
‘The ghost of a baby that hasn’t been born     yet.’
‘How can it have a voice?’ he said.
‘Maybe it’s not dead, but just wants to live,’ she said. ‘It’s so far off, so     sad. How can we answer it?’
They both listened and the quiet cry continued and the wind wailed outside     the window.
Listening, tears came into her eyes and, listening, the same thing happened     to him.
‘I can’t stand this,’ he said. ‘I’m going to get up and get something to     eat.’
‘No, no,’ she said, and took his hand and held it. ‘Be very quiet and listen.     Maybe we’ll get answers.’
He lay back and held her hand and tried to shut his eyes, but could not.
They both lay in bed and the wind continued murmuring, and the leaves shook     outside the window.
A long way off, a great distance off, the sound of weeping went on and     on.
‘Who could that be?’ she said. ‘Whatcould that be?     It won’t stop. It makes me so sad. Is it asking to be let in?’
‘Let in?’ he said.
‘To live. It’s not dead, it’s never lived, but it wants to live. Do you     think—’ She hesitated.
‘What?’
‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘Do you think the way we talked a month ago…?’
‘What talk was that?’ he said.
‘About the future. About our not having a     family. No family. Nochildren.’
‘I don’t remember,’ he said.
‘Try to,’ she said. ‘We promised each other no family, no children.’ She     hesitated and then added, ‘No babies.’
‘No children. No babies?’
‘Do you think—’ She raised her head and listened to the crying outside the     window, far away, through the trees, across the country. ‘Can it be that—’
‘What?’ he said.
‘I think,’ she said, ‘that I know a way to stop that crying.’
He waited for her to continue.
‘I think that maybe—’
‘What?’ he said.
‘Maybe you should come over on this side of the bed.’
‘Are you asking me over?’
‘I am, yes, please, come over.’
He turned and looked at her and finally rolled completely over toward her. A     long way off the town clock struck three-fifteen, then three-thirty, then three forty-five,     then four o’clock.
Then they both lay, listening.
‘Do you hear?’ she said.
‘I’m listening.’
‘The crying.’
‘It’s stopped,’ he said.
‘Yes. That ghost, that child, that baby, that crying, thank God it     stopped.’
He held her hand, turned his face toward     her, and said, ‘We stopped it.’
‘We did,’ she said. ‘Oh yes, thank God, we stopped it.’
The night was very quiet. The wind began to die. The leaves on the trees     outside stopped trembling.
And they lay in the night, hand in hand, listening to the silence, the     wonderful silence, and waited for the dawn.
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The Wish
A whisper of snow touched the cold window.
The vast house creaked in a wind from nowhere.
‘What?’ I said.
‘I didn’t say anything.’ Charlie Simmons, behind me at the fireplace, shook popcorn quietly in a vast metal sieve. ‘Not a word.’
‘Damn it, Charlie, Iheardyou …’
Stunned, I watched the snow fall on far streets and empty fields. It was a proper night for ghosts of whiteness to visit windows and wander off.
‘You’re imagining things,’ said Charlie.
Am I? I thought. Does the weather have voices? Is there a language of night and time and snow? What goes on between that dark out there and my soul in here?
For there in the shadows, a whole civilization of doves seemed to be landing unseen, without benefit of moon or lamp.
And was it the snow softly whispering out there, or was it the past, accumulations of old time and need, despairs mounding themselves to panics and at last finding tongue?
‘God, Charles. Just now, I could have sworn I heard you say—’
‘Say what?’
‘You said: “Make a wish.”’
‘Idid?’
His laughter behind me did not make me turn; I kept on watching the snow fall and I told him what I must tell—
‘You said, “It’s a special, fine, strange night. So make the finest, dearest, strangest wish ever in your life, deep from your heart. It will be yours.” That’s what I heard you say.’
‘No.’ I saw his image in the glass shake its head. ‘But, Tom, you’ve stood there hypnotized by the snowfall for half an hour. The fire on the hearth talked. Wishes don’t come true, Tom. But—’ and here he stopped and added with some surprise, ‘by God, youdidhear something, didn’t you? Well, here. Drink.’
The popcorn was done popping. He poured wine which I did not touch. The snow was falling steadily along the dark window in pale breaths.
‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Why would thiswishjump into my head? If you didn’t say it, what did?’
What indeed, I thought; what’s out there, and who are we? Two writers late, alone, my friend invited for the night, two old companions used to much talk and gossip about ghosts, who’ve tried their hands at all the usual psychic stuffs, Ouija boards, tarot cards, telepathies, the junk of amiable friendship over years, but always full of taunts and jokes and idle fooleries.
But this out there tonight, I thought, ends the jokes, erases smiles. The snow – why, look! It’s burying our laughter.…
‘Why?’ said Charlie at my elbow, drinking wine, gazing at the red-green-blue Yule-tree lights and now at the back of my neck. ‘Why awishon a night like this? Well, it is the night before Christmas, right? Five minutes from now, Christ is born. Christ and the winter solstice all in one week. This week, this night, proves that Earth won’t die. The winter has touched bottom and now starts upward toward the light. That’s special. That’s incredible.’
‘Yes,’ I murmured, and thought of the old days when cavemen died in their hearts when autumn came and the sun went away and the ape-men cried until the world shifted in its white sleep and the sun rose earlier one fine morning and the universe was saved once more, for a little while. ‘Yes.’
‘So—’ Charlie read my thoughts and sipped his wine. ‘Christ always was the promise of spring, wasn’t he? In the midst of the longest night of the year, Time shook, Earth shuddered and calved a myth. And what did the myth yell? Happy New Year! God, yes, January first isn’t New Year’s Day. Christ’s birthday is. His breath, sweet as clover, touches our nostrils, promises spring, this very moment before midnight. Take a deep breath, Thomas.’
‘Shut up!’
‘Why? Do you hear voices again?’
Yes! I turned to the window. In sixty seconds, it would be the morn of His birth. What purer, rarer hour was there, I thought wildly, for wishes.
‘Tom—’ Charlie seized my elbow. But I was gone deep and very wild indeed. Is this a special time? I thought. Do holy ghosts wander on nights of falling snow to do us favors in this strange-held hour? If I make a wish in secret, will that perambulating night, strange sleeps, old blizzards give back my wish tenfold?
I shut my eyes. My throat convulsed.
‘Don’t,’ said Charlie.
But it trembled on my lips. I could not wait. Now, now, I thought, a strange star burns at Bethlehem.
‘Tom,’ gasped Charlie, ‘for Christ’s sake!’
Christ, yes, I thought, and said:
‘My wish is, for one hour tonight –’
‘No!’ Charlie struck me, once, to shut my mouth.
‘– please, make my father alive again.’
The mantel clock struck twelve times to midnight.
‘Oh, Thomas …’ Charlie grieved. His hand fell away from my arm. ‘Oh, Tom.’
A gust of snow rattled the window, clung like a shroud, unraveled away.
The front door exploded wide.
Snow sprang over us in a shower.
‘What a sad wish. And … it has just come true.’
‘True?’ I whirled to stare at that open door which beckoned like a tomb.
‘Don’t go, Tom,’ said Charlie.
The door slammed. Outside, I ran; oh, God, how I ran.
‘Tom, come back!’ The voice faded far behind me in the whirling fall of white. ‘Oh, God,don’t!’
But in this minute after midnight I ran and ran, mindless, gibbering, yelling my heart on to beat, blood to move, legs to run and keep running, and I thought: Him! Him! I know whereheis! If the gift is mine! If the wish comes true! I know hisplace! And all about in the night-snowing town the bells of Christmas began to clang and chant and clamor. They circled and paced and drew me on as I shouted and mouthed snow and knew maniac desire.
Fool! I thought. He’s dead! Go back!
But what if he is alive, one hour tonight, and Ididn’tgo to find him?
I was outside town, with no hat or coat, but so warm from running, a salty mask froze my face and flaked away with the jolt of each stride down the middle of an empty road, with the sound of joyous bells blown away and gone.
A wind took me around a final corner of wilderness where a dark wall waited for me.
The cemetery.
I stood by the heavy iron gates, looking numbly in.
The graveyard resembled the scattered ruins of an ancient fort, blown up lifetimes ago, its monuments buried deep in some new Ice Age.
Suddenly, miracles were not possible.
Suddenly the night was just so much wine and talk and dumb enchantments and I running for no reason save I believed, I truly believed, I had felt somethinghappenout here in this snow-dead world.…
He remembered.
And he began to melt away. He recalled his body shriveling, his dim heart gone to stillness; the slam of some eternal door of night.
He stood very still in my arms, his eyelids flickering over the stuffs that shifted grotesque furnitures within his head. He must have asked himself the most terrible question of all:
Whohas done this thing to me?
He opened his eyes. His gaze beat at me.
You? it said.
Yes, I thought.Iwished you alive this night.
You! his face and body cried.
And then, half-aloud, the final inquisition:
‘Why …?’
Now it was my turn to be blasted and riven.
Why, indeed, had I done this to him?
How had I dared to wish for this awful, this harrowing, confrontation?
What was I to do now with this man, this stranger, this old, bewildered, and frightened child? Why had I summoned him, just to send him back to soils and graves and dreadful sleeps?
Had I even bothered to think of the consequences? No. Raw impulse had shot me from home to this burial field like a mindless stone to a mindless goal. Why? Why?
My father, this old man, stood in the snow now, trembling, waiting for my pitiful answer.
A child again, I could not speak. Some part of me knew a truth I could not say. Inarticulate with him in life, I found myself yet more mute in his waking death.
The truth raved inside my head, cried along the fibers of my spirit and being, but could not break forth from my tongue. I felt my own shouts locked inside.
The moment was passing. This hour would soon be gone. I would lose the chance to say what must be said, what should have been said when he was warm and above the earth so many years ago.
Somewhere far off across country, the bells sounded twelve-thirty on this Christmas morn. Christ ticked in the wind. Snow flaked away at my face with time and cold, cold and time.
Why? my father’s eyes asked me; why have you brought me here?
‘I—’ and then I stopped.
For his hand had tightened on my arm. His face had found its own reason.
This was his chance, too,hisfinal hour to say what he should have said when I was twelve or fourteen or twenty-six. No matter if I stood mute. Here in the falling snow, he could make his peace and go his way.
His mouth opened. It was hard, so dreadfully hard, for him to force the old words out. Only the ghost within the withered shell could dare to agonize and gasp. He whispered three words, lost in the wind.
‘Yes?’ I urged.
He held me tight and tried to keep his eyes open in the blizzard-night. He wanted to sleep, but first his mouth gaped and whistled again and again:
‘… I …….. uvvv ……….. yuuuuuuuu …!’
He stopped, trembled, wracked his body, and tried to shout it again, failing:
‘… I …….. vvv ……….. yyy ……… u …!’
‘Oh, Dad!’ I cried. ‘Let me say itforyou!’
He stood very still and waited.
‘Were you trying to say I … love … you?’
‘Esssss!’ he cried. And burst out, very clearly, at long last: ‘Oh,yes!’
‘Oh, Dad,’ I said, wild with miserable happiness, all gain and loss. ‘Oh, and Pa, dear Pa,Iloveyou.’
We fell together. We held.
I wept.
And from some strange dry well within his terrible flesh I saw my father squeeze forth tears which trembled and flashed on his eyelids.
And the final question was thus asked and answered.
Why have you brought me here?
Why the wish, why the gifts, and why this snowing night?
Because we had had to say, before the doors were shut and sealed forever, what we never had said in life.
And now it had been said and we stood holding each other in the wilderness, father and son, son and father, the parts of the whole suddenly interchangeable with joy.
The tears turned to ice upon my cheeks.
We stood in the cold wind and falling snow for a long while until we heard the sound of the bells at twelve forty-five, and still we stood in the snowing night saying no more – no more ever need be said – until at last our hour was done.
All over the white world the clocks of one A.M. on Christmas morn, with Christ new in the fresh straw, sounded the end of that gift which had passed so briefly into and now out of our numb hands.
My father held me in his arms.
The last sound of the one-o’clock bells faded.
I felt my father step back, at ease now.
His fingers touched my cheek.
I heard him walking in the snow.
The sound of his walking faded even as the last of the crying faded within myself.
I opened my eyes only in time to see him, a hundred yards off, walking. He turned and waved, once, at me.
The snow came down in a curtain.
How brave, I thought, to go where you go now, old man, and no complaint.
I walked back into town.
I had a drink with Charles by the fire. He looked in my face and drank a silent toast to what he saw there.
Upstairs, my bed waited for me like a great fold of white snow.
The snow was falling beyond my window for a thousand miles to the north, five hundred miles to the east, two hundred miles west, a hundred miles to the south. The snow fell on everything, everywhere. It fell on two sets of footprints beyond the town: one set coming out and the other going back to be lost among the graves.
I lay on my bed of snow. I remembered my father’s face as he waved and turned and went away.
It was the face of the youngest, happiest man I had ever seen.
With that I slept, and gave up weeping.
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A Woman Is a Fast-Moving Picnic
The subject was women, by the singles and in the mobs.
The place was Heeber Finn's not-always-open but always-talking pub in the town of Kilcock, if you'll forgive the implication, in the county of Kildare, out along the River Liffey somewhat north and certainly beyond the reach of Dublin.
And in the pub, if only half full of men but bursting with talk, the subject was indeed women. They had exhausted all other subjects, hounds, horses, foxes, beers as against the hard stuff, lunatic mother-in-laws out of the bin and into your lives, and now the chat had arrived back to women in the pure state: unavailable. Or if available, fully dressed.
Each man echoed the other and the next agreed with the first.
"The dreadful fact is," said Finn, to keep the converse aroar, "there is no single plot of land in all Ireland which is firm or dry enough to lie down with purpose and arise with joy."
"You've touched the bull's-eye and pierced the target," said Timulty, the local postmaster, in for a quick one, there being only ten people waiting at the post-office. "There's no acre off the road, out of sight of the priest or out of mind of the wife, where physical education can be pursued without critical attention."
"The land is all bog," Nolan nailed it, "and no relief."
"There's no place to cavort," said Riordan, simply.
"Ah, that's been said a thousand times this night," protested Finn. "The thing is, what do wedoabout it?"
"If someone would only stop the rain and fire the priests," suggested Nolan.
"That'll be the day," cried all, and emptied their drinks.
"It reminds me of that Hoolihan tragedy," said Finn, refilling each glass. "Is that remembered?"
"Sayit, Finn."
"Well, Hoolihan wandered this woman who was no Madonna, but neither was she last year's potatoes, and they passed a likely turf which seemed more flatland than swamp and Hoolihan said, Trot on out on that bog. If it holds, I'll follow. Well, she trotted out and turns around and—sinks! Never laid a hand on her. Before he could shout: No! she was gone!"
"The truth is," Nolan obtruded, "Hoolihan threw her a rope. But she slung it round her neck instead of her waist and all but strangled in the pulling out. But I like your version best, Finn. Anyways, they made a song of it!"
And here Nolan began, but everyone put in to finish the verse:
 
"The sinking of Molly in old Kelly's bog
 
Is writ in the Lord Mayor's roll call and a log
 
Poor Molly went there with the Hoolihan boy
 
And sank out of sight with one last shriek of joy.
 
He took her out there for what do you suppose?
 
 
And was busy at ridding the lass of her clothes,
 
But no sooner deprived of each last seam and stitch
 
Than she wallowed and sank and was lost in the ditch.
 
The ducks they all gaggled and even the hog
 
Wept Christian salt-tears for Moll sunk in the bog—"
 
 
 
 
"It goes on from there," said Nolan. "Needless to say the Hoolihan boy was distraught. When you're thinking one thing and another occurs, it fair turns the mind. He's feared to cross a brick road since without testing for quicksand. Shall I go on?"
"No use," cried Doone, suddenly, no more than four foot ten inches high but terrible fast plummeting out of theaters ahead of the national anthem, the local Anthem Sprinter, as everyone knows. Now, on tiptoe, he boxed the air around the pub and voiced his protest. "What's the use of all this palaver the last thousand nights when it's time to act? Even if there was a sudden flood of femininity in the provinces with no lint on them and their seams straight, what would we do with them?"
"True," admitted Finn. "God in Ireland just tempts man but to disown him."
"God's griefs and torments," added Riordan. "I haven't even wrestled Adam's old friend Eve late nights in the last row of the Gayety Cinema!"
"The Gayety Cinema?" cried Nolan in dread remorse. "Gah! I crept through the dark there once and found me a lass who seemed a salmon frolicking upstream. When the lights came on, I saw I had taken communion with a troll from the Liffey bridge. I ran to commit suicide with drink. To hell with the Gayety and all men who prowl there with dreams and slink forth with nightmare!"
"Which leaves only the bogs for criminal relief and drowned in the bargain. Doone," said Finn, "do you have a plan, you with that big mouth in the tiny body?"
"I have!" said Doone, not standing still, sketching the air with his fists and fingers as he danced to his own tune. "You must admit that the various bogs are the one place the Church puts no dainty toe. But also a place where a girl, representing the needy, and out of her mind, might test her will to defy the sinkage. For it's true, one grand plunge if you're not careful and no place to put her tombstone. Now hear this!"
Doone stopped so all might lean at him, eyes wide, and ears acock.
"What we need is a military strategist, a genius for scientific research, in order to recreate the Universe and undo the maid. One word says it all. Me!"
"You!" cried all, as if struck in a collective stomach.
"I have the hammer," said Doone. "Will you hand me the nails?"
"Hang the picture," said Finn, "and fix it straight."
"I came here tonight with Victory in mind," said Doone, having slept late till noon and gone back to bed at three to adjust the sights and rearrange our future. "Now, as we waste our tongues and ruin our nervous complexions, the moon is about to rise and the empty lands and hungry bogs await. Outside this pub, in boneyards of handlebars and spokes, lie our bikes. In a grand inquest, should we not bike on out to peg and string the bogs for once and all, full of brave blood and booze, to make a permanent chart, map the hostile and innocent-looking flats, test the sinkages, and come back with the sure knowledge that behind Dooley's farm is a field in which if you do not move fast, you sink at the rate of two or three inches per minute? Then beyond, Leary's pasture in which his own cows have the devil's time grazing quick enough to survive the unsteady turf and live on the road.Would that not be a good thing to knowfor the rest of our lives so we can shun it and move to more substantial grounds?"
"My God," said all in admiration. "Itwould!"
"Then what are we waiting for?" Doone ran to the door. "Finish your drinks and mount your bikes. Do we live in ignorance or at last play in the fields, as it 'twere, of the Lord?"
"The fields!" The men drank.
"Of the Lord!" they finished, plummeting Doone out the door.
"Time!" cried Finn, since the pub was empty. "Time!"
 
No sooner on the road, with coattails flying as if heaven lay ahead and Lucifer behind, than Doone pointed now here, now there with his surveyor's nose:
"There's Flaherty's. Terrible quick. You're out of sight, a foot a minute and no one the wiser if they look the other way."
"Why, Christ himself," said someone in the sweating biking mob, "might not make it across!"
"He'd be the first and last and no one between!" Finn admitted, catching up with the team.
"Where are you taking us, Doone?" gasped Nolan.
"You'll see soon enough!" Doone churned his sprockets.
"And when wegetthere," asked Riordan, suddenly struck with the notion, "in the penultimate or final sinkage testswhowill be the woman?"
"True!" gasped all, as Doone veered the path and sparked his wheels, "there's onlyus."
"Never fear!" said Doone. "One of us willpretendto be the poor put-upon maid, maiden, courtesan—"
"Hoor of Babylon?" volunteered Finn.
"And who would that be?"
"You're looking at his backside!" cried Doone, all elusive speed. "Me!"
"You!"
That almost swerved them into multiple collisions. But Doone, fearing this, cried, "And more surprises, if all goes well. Now, by God,onwith the brakes. We're here!"
It had been raining, but since it rained all the while, no one had noticed. Now the rain cleared away like a theater curtain, to reveal:
Brannagan's off-the-road-and-into-the-woods pasture, which started in mist, to be lost in fog. "Brannagan's!" Everyone braked to a stillness. "Does it not have an air of the mysterious?" whispered Doone.
"It does," someone murmured. "Do youdareme to be brave?"
"Dothat," was the vote. "But are youserious,Doone?"
"Jesus," said Doone. "It'll be no test for judgments and sinkage tests if someone for starters doesn't do more than jog about the territory like mindless bulls. There must betwopeople making tracks, beyond. Me, playing the woman for sure. And some volunteer amongst you."
The men inched back on their bike-seats. "Ah, you and your scientific logic will be the death of brewing and the burial of gin," said Finn.
"But Doone, your verisimilitude, if there is such a word. It'll be hard for us to conjure you up as a female."
"Why not," offered Riordan, "go fetch a real lass here? A gal from the nunnery—"
"Nunnery!" cried all, shocked.
"Or one of the wives?" said Doone.
"Wives?" cried all, in worse shock.
And they would have driven him like a spike into the earth, had they not realized he was yanking their legs to steer them crooked.
"Enough!" Finn interjected. "Do we have pencils and paper at hand to align the sums and recall the burial sinks, plot on plot?"
The men muttered.
No one had thought to bring pencil and paper.
"Ah, hell," groused Riordan. "We'll recall the numerals, back at the pub. Out with you, Doone. In time, a volunteer, playing the male counterpart, will follow."
"Out it is!" Doone threw down his bike, doused his throat with gargle, and trotted, elbows in a grand rhythm, over the endlessly waiting and terribly damp boneyard of sexual beasts.
"This is the silliest damn thing we ever tried," said Nolan, tears in his eyes for fear of never seeing Doone again.
"But what ahero!" reasoned Finn. "For would we dare come here with a real crazed female if we did not know the logistics of tug and pull, devastation or survival, love-at-last as against another night of being strangled by our underwear?"
"Aw, put a sock in it!" shouted Doone, far out now, beyond rescue. "Here I go!"
"Furtherout, Doone!" suggested Nolan.
"Gripes!" cried Doone. "First you say it's a silly damn thing we do, then you instruct me to the land mines! I'm furthering by fits and starts."
Then suddenly Doone shrieked. "It's an elevator I'm in! I'm goingdown!"
He gesticulated wildly for balance.
"Off with your coat!" Finn yelled.
"What?"
"Eliminate the handicaps, man!"
"What?"
"Tear off yourcap!"
"My cap? Nitwit! What good wouldthatdo?"
"Your pants then! Your shoes! You must pretend to get ready for the Grand Affair, with or without rain."
Doone kept his cap on but yanked his shoes and belabored his coat.
"Thetest,Doone!" Nolan shouted. "If you do not writhe to remove your shoelaces and untie your tie, we will not know just how fast a maid in the undressing or a man at his mating dance will slide from view. Now we must find is there or is therenottime for a consummation devoutly to be wished?"
"Consummation—devoutly—damn!" cried Doone.
And grousing epithets and firing nouns to smoke the air, Doone danced about, flinging off his coat and then his shirt and tie and was on his way to a dropping of the pants and the rising of the moon when a thunderous voice from Heaven or an echo from the mount banged the air like a great anvil somehow fallen to earth.
"What goesonthere?" the voice thundered.
They froze, a riot iced by sin.
Doone froze, an art statue on its way to potato deeps.
Alltimefroze and again the pile-driver voice was lifted and plunged to crack their ears. The moon fled behind a fog.
"Just what in hell is goingonhere?" thundered the voice of Kingdom Come and the Last Judgment.
A dozen heads spun on a dozen necks.
For Father O'Malley stood on a rise in the road, his bike clenched in his vengeful fists, so it looked like his skinny sister, straddled and lost.
For a third time, Father O'Malley tossed the bolt and split the air. "You and you and you! What are youupto?"
"It's not so much up as down to my smalls," piped Doone in a wee piccolo voice, and added, meekly, "Father—"
"Out, out!" shouted the priest, waving one arm like a scythe. "Away!" he blathered. "Go, go, go. Damn, damn, damn."
And he harvested the men with maniac gesticulations and eruptions of lava enough to lay a village and bury a blight.
"Out of my sight. Away, the mangy lot of you! Go search your souls, and get your asses to confession six Sundays running and ten years beyond. It's lucky 'twas me came on this calamity and not the Bishop, me and not the sweet morsel nuns from just beyond Meynooth, me and not the child innocents from yonder school. Doone, pull up your socks!"
"They're pulled!" said Doone.
"For one last time, out!" And the men might have scattered but they held to their bikes in deliriums of terror and could only listen.
"Will you tell me now," intoned the priest, one eye shut to take aim, the other wide to fix the target, "what, what in hell are youupto?"
"Drowning, your lordship, your honor, your reverence."
And this Doone almost did.
Until the monsignor was gone, that is.
When he heard the holy bike ricket away over the hill, Doone still stood like a chopfallen Lazarus to survey his possible ruination.
But at last he called across the boggy field with a strange frail but growing-more-triumphant-by-the-minute voice:
"Is he gone?"
"He is, Doone," said Finn.
"Then look upon me," said Doone.
All looked, then stared, then gaped their mouths.
"You are notsinking," gasped Nolan. "You have notsunk," added Riordan.
"I havenot!" Doone stomped his foot as if to test, then, secure, he lowered his voice for fear that the priest, though gone, might catch the echo.
"And why not?" he asked the heavens.
"Why,Doone?" was the chorus.
"Because I distilled the rumors and cadged the notions that once onatime, a hundred years back, on this very spot once stood—"
He paused for the drama, then finished the act:
"A church!"
"A church?"
"Good Roman rock on uncertain Irish soil! The beauty of it distilled faith. But the weight of it sank its cornerstone. The priests fled and left the structure, altar and all, so it's on that firm foundation that Doone, your sprinter, holds still. I standaboveground!"
"It's a revelation you've made!" Finn exclaimed.
"I have! And it is here we shall conjugate our verbs and revive our faith in women in all futures, near and far," announced Doone, way out there on the rainy moss. "But just in case … "
"In case?"
Doone waved over beyond them.
The men, straddling their bikes, turned.
And on a rise, unseen heretofore, but now half revealed to the sight, some hundred feet away, there appeared two women, not transfigured rose gardens, no, but their homely glances somehow turned fine by night and circumstance.
Short women they were. Not Irish-short but circus-short, carnival-size.
"Midgets!" exclaimed Finn.
"From the vaudeville in Dublin last week!" admitted Doone, out in the bog. "And both weighing half again less than me, should the church roof below suddenly lose its architectural roots and douse the bunch!"
Doone whistled and waved. The tiny maids, the little women, came on the run.
When they reached Doone and did not vanish, Doone called to the mob, "Will you give up your bikes and join the dance?"
There was a mass movement.
"Hold it!" cried Doone. "One at a time. We don't want to meet back at the pub at midnight—"
"And find someonemissing?" asked Finn.
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The Women
It was as if a light came on in a green room.
The ocean burned. A white phosphorescence stirred like a breath of steam through the autumn morning sea, rising. Bubbles rose from the throat of some hidden sea ravine.
Like lightning in the reversed green sky of the sea, it was aware. It was old and beautiful. Out of the deeps it came, indolently. A shell, a wisp, a bubble, a weed, a glitter, a whisper, a gill. Suspended in its depths were brainlike trees of frosted coral, eyelike pips of yellow kelp, hairlike fluids of weed. Growing with the tides, growing with the ages, collecting and hoarding and saving unto itself identities and ancient dusts, octopus-inks and all the trivia of the sea.
Until now—it was aware.
It was a shining green intelligence, breathing in the autumn sea. Eyeless but seeing, earless but hearing, bodyless but feeling. It was of the sea. And being of the sea it was—feminine.
It in no way resembled man or woman. But it had a woman's ways, the silken, sly, and hidden ways. It moved with a woman's grace. It was all the evil things of vain women.
Dark waters flowed through and by and mingled with strange memory on its way to the gulf streams. In the water were carnival caps, horns, serpentine, confetti. They passed through this blossoming mass of long green hair like wind through an ancient tree. Orange peels, napkins, papers, eggshells, and burnt kindling from night fires on the beaches; all the flotsam of the gaunt high people who stalked on the lone sands of the continental islands, people from brick cities, people who shrieked in metal demons down concrete highways, gone.
It rose softly, shimmering, foaming, into cool morning airs.
The green hair rose softly, shimmering, foaming, into cool morning airs. It lay in the swell after the long time of forming through darkness.
It perceived the shore.
The man was there.
He was a sun-darkened man with strong legs and a cow body.
Each day he should have come down to the water, to bathe, to swim. But he had never moved. There was a woman on the sand with him, a woman in a black bathing suit who lay next to him talking quietly, laughing. Sometimes they held hands, sometimes they listened to a little sounding machine that they dialed and out of which music came.
The phosphorescence hung quietly in the waves. It was the end of the season. September. Things were shutting down.
Any day now he might go away and never return.
Today he must come in the water.
They lay on the sand with the heat in them. The radio played softly and the woman in the black bathing suit stirred fitfully, eyes closed.
The man did not lift his head from where he cushioned it on his muscled left arm. He drank the sun with his face, his open mouth, his nostrils. "What's wrong?" he asked.
"A bad dream," said the woman in the black suit.
"Dreams in the daytime?"
"Don'tyouever dream in the afternoon?"
"Ineverdream. I've never had a dream in my life."
She lay there, fingers twitching. "God, I had a horrible dream."
"What about?"
"I don't know," she said, as if she really didn't. It was so bad she had forgotten. Now, eyes shut, she tried to remember.
"It was about me," he said, lazily, stretching.
"No," she said.
"Yes," he said, smiling to himself. "I was off with another woman, that's what."
"No."
"I insist," he said. "There I was, off with another woman, and you discovered us, and somehow, in all the mix-up, I got shot or something."
She winced involuntarily. "Don't talk that way."
"Let's see now," he said. "What sort of woman was I with? Gentlemen prefer blondes, don't they?"
"Please don't joke," she said. "I don't feel well."
He opened his eves. "Did it affect you that much?"
She nodded. "Whenever I dream in the daytime this way, it depresses me something terrible."
"I'm sorry." He took her hand. "Anything I can get you?"
"No."
"Ice-cream cone? Eskimo pie? A Coke?"
"You're a dear, but no. I'll be all right. It's just that, the last four days haven't been right. This isn't like; it used to be early in the summer. Something's happened."
"Not between us," he said.
"Oh, no, of course not," she said quickly. "But don't you feel that sometimesplaceschange? Even a thing like a pier changes, and the merry-go-rounds, and all that. Even the hot dogs taste different this week."
"How do you mean?"
"They taste old. It's hard to explain, but I've lost my appetite, and I wish this vacation were over. Really, what I want to do most of all is go home."
"Tomorrow's our last day. You know how much this extra week means to me."
"I'll try," she said. "If only this place didn't feel so funny and changed. I don't know. But all of a sudden I just had a feeling I wanted to get up and run."
"Because of your dream? Me and my blonde and me dead all of a sudden."
"Don't," she said. "Don't talk about dying that way!"
She lay there very close to him. "If I only knew what it was."
"There." He stroked her. "I'll protect you."
"It's not me, it's you," her breath whispered in his ear. "I had the feeling that you were tired of me and went away."
"I wouldn't do that; I love you."
"I'm silly." She forced a laugh. "God, what a silly thing I am."
They lay quietly, the sun and sky over them like a lid.
"You know," he said, thoughtfully, "I get a little of that feeling you're talking about. This place has changed. Thereissomething different."
"I'm glad you feel it, too."
He shook his head, drowsily, smiling softly, shutting his eyes, drinking the sun. "Both crazy. Both crazy." Murmuring. "Both."
The sea came in on the shore three times, softly.
The afternoon came on. The sun struck the skies a grazing blow. The yachts bobbed hot and shining white in the harbor swells. The smells of fried meat and burnt onion filled the wind. The sand whispered and stirred like an image in a vast, melting mirror.
The radio at their elbow murmured discreetly. They lay like dark arrows on the white sand. They did not move. Only their eyelids flickered with awareness, only their ears were alert. Now and again their tongues might slide along their baking lips. Sly prickles of moisture appeared on their brows to be burned away by the sun.
He lifted his head, blindly, listening to the heat.
The radio sighed.
He put his head down for a minute.
She felt him lift himself again. She opened one eye and he rested on one elbow looking around, at the pier, at the sky, at the water, at the sand.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"Nothing," he said, lying down again.
"Something," she said.
"I thought I heard something."
"The radio."
"No, not the radio. Something else."
"Somebodyelse'sradio."
He didn't answer. She felt his arm tense and relax, tense and relax. "Dammit," he said. "There it is, again."
They both lay listening.
"I don't hear anything—"
"Shh!" he cried. "For God's sake—"
The waves broke on the shore, silent mirrors, heaps of melting, whispering glass.
"Somebody singing."
"What?"
"I'd swear it was someone singing."
"Nonsense."
"No, listen."
They did that for a while.
"I don't hear a thing," she said, turning very cold.
He was on his feet. There was nothing in the sky, nothing on the pier, nothing on the sand, nothing; in the hot-dog stands. There was a staring silence, the wind blowing over his ears, the wind preening along the light, blowing hairs of his arms and legs.
He took a step toward the sea.
"Don't!" she said.
He looked down at her, oddly, as if she were not there. He was still listening.
She turned the portable radio up full, loud. It exploded words and rhythm and melody:
"—I found a million-dollar baby—"
He made a wry face, raising his open palm violently, "Turn it off."
"No, I like it!" She turned it louder. She snapped her fingers, rocking her body vaguely, trying to smile.
It was two o'clock.
The sun steamed the waters. The ancient pier expanded with a loud groan in the heat. The birds were held in the hot sky, unable to move. The sun struck through the green liquors that poured about the pier; struck, caught and burnished an idle whiteness that drifted in the offshore ripples.
The white foam, the frosted coral brain, the kelp pip, the tide dust lay in the water, spreading.
The dark man still lay on the sand, the woman in the black suit beside him.
Music drifted up like mist from the water. It was a whispering music of deep tides and passed years, of salt and travel, of accepted and familiar strangenesses. The music sounded not unlike water on the shore, rain falling, the turn of soft limbs in the depths. It was a singing of a time-lost voice in a caverned sea-shell. The hissing and sighing of tides in deserted holds of treasure ships. The sound the wind makes in an empty skull thrown out on the baked sand.
But the radio on the blanket on the beach played louder.
The phosphorescence, light as a woman, sank down, tired, from sight. Only a few more hours. They might leave at any time. If only he would come in, for an instant, just an instant. The mists stirred silently, aware of his face and his body in the water, deep under. Aware of him caught, held, as they sank ten fathoms down, on a sluice that bore them twisting and turning in frantic gesticulations, to the depths of a hidden gulf in the sea.
The heat of his body, the water taking fire from his warmth, and the frosted coral brain, the jeweled dusts, the salted mists feeding on his hot breath from his open lips.
The waves moved the soft and changing thoughts into the shallows which were tepid as bath waters from the two o'clock sun.
He mustn't go away. If he goes now, he'll not return.
Now.  The cold coral brain drifted, drifted. Now. Calling across the hot spaces of windless air in the early afternoon. Come down to the water. Now, said the music. Now.
The woman in the black bathing suit twisted the radio dial.
"Attention!" cried the radio. "Now, today, you can buy a new car at—"
"Jesus!" The man reached over and tuned the scream down. "Must you have it so loud!"
"I like it loud," said the woman in the black bathing suit, looking over her shoulder at the sea.
It was three o'clock. The sky was all sun.
Sweating, he stood up. "I'm going in," he said.
"Get me a hot dog first?" she said.
"Can't you wait until I come out?"
"Please." She pouted."Now."
"Everything on it?"
"Yes, and bringthreeof them."
"Three? God, what an appetite!" He ran off to the small cafe.
She waited until he was gone. Then she turned the radio off. She lay listening a long time. She heard nothing. She looked at the water until the glints and shatters of sun stabbed through her eyes like needles.
The sea had quieted. There was only a faint, far and fine net of ripples giving off sunlight in infinite repetition. She squinted again and again at the water, scowling.
He bounded back. "Damn, but the sand's hot; burns my feet off!" He flung himself on the blanket. "Eat 'em up!"
She took the three hot dogs and fed quietly on one of them. When she finished it, she handed him the remaining two. "Here, you finish them. My eyes are bigger than my stomach."
He swallowed the hot dogs in silence. "Next time," he said, finishing, "don't order more than you can use. Helluva waste."
"Here," she said, unscrewing a thermos, "you must be thirsty. Finish our lemonade."
"Thanks." He drank. Then he slapped his hands together and said, "Well, I'll go jump in the water now." He looked anxiously at the bright sea.
"Just one more thing," she said, just remembering it. "Will you buy me a bottle of suntan oil? I'm all out."
"Haven't you some in your purse?"
"I used it all."
"I wish you'd told me when I was up there buying the hot dogs," he said. "But, okay." He ran back, loping steadily.
When he was gone, she took the suntan bottle from her purse, half full, unscrewed the cap, and poured the liquid into the sand, covering it over surreptitiously, looking out at the sea, and smiling. She rose then and went down to the edge of the sea and looked out, searching the innumerable small and insignificant waves.
You can't have him, she thought. Whoever or whatever you are, he's mine, and you can't have him. I don't know what's going on; I don't know anything, really. All I know is we're going on a train tonight at seven. And we won't be here tomorrow. So you can just stay here and wait, ocean, sea, or whatever it is that's wrong here today.
Do your damnedest; you're no match for me, she thought. She picked up a stone and threw it at the sea.
"There!" she cried. "You."
He was standing beside her.
"Oh?" She jumped back.
"Hey, what gives? You standing here, muttering?"'
"Was I?" She was surprised at herself. "Where's the suntan oil? Will you put it on my back?"
He poured a yellow twine of oil and massaged it onto her golden back. She looked out at the water from time to time, eyes sly, nodding at the water as if to say, "Look! You see? Ah-ha!" She purred like a kitten.
"There." He gave her the bottle.
He was half into the water before she yelled.
"Where are you going! Come here!"
He turned as if she were someone he didn't know. "For God's sake, what's wrong?"
"Why, you just finished your hot dogs and lemonade—you can't go in the water now and get cramps!"
He scoffed. "Old wives' tales."
"Just the same, you come back up on the sand and wait an hour before you go in, do you hear? I won't have you getting a cramp and drowning."
"Ah," he said, disgusted.
"Come along." She turned, and he followed, looking back at the sea.
Three o'clock. Four.
The change came at four ten. Lying on the sand, the woman in the black suit saw it coming and relaxed. The clouds had been forming since three. Now, with a sudden rush, the fog came in from off the bay. Where it had been warm, now it was cold. A wind blew up out of nothing. Darker clouds moved in.
"It's going to rain," she said.
"You sound absolutely pleased," he observed, sitting with arms folded. "Maybe our last day, and you sound pleased because it's clouding up."
"The weatherman," she confided, "said there'd be thunder showers all tonight and tomorrow. It might be a good idea to leave tonight."
"We'll stay, just in case it clears. I want to get one more day of swimming in, anyway," lie said. "I haven't been in the water yet today."
"We've had so much fun talking and eating, time passes."
"Yeah," he said, looking at his hands.
The fog flailed across the sand in soft strips.
"There," she said. "That was a raindrop on my nose!" She laughed ridiculously at it. Her eyes were bright and young again. She was almost triumphant. "Good old rain."
"Why are you so pleased? You're an odd duck."
"Come on, rain!" she said. "Well, help me with these blankets. We'd better run!"
He picked up the blankets slowly, preoccupied. "Not even one last swim, dammit. I've a mind to take just one dive." He smiled at her. "Only a minute!"
"No." Her face paled. "You'll catch cold, and I'll have to nurse you!"
"Okay, okay." He turned away from the sea. Gentle rain began to fall.
Marching ahead of him, she headed for the hotel. She was singing softly to herself.
"Hold on! "he said.
She halted. She did not turn. She only listened to his voice far away.
"There's someone out in the water!" he cried. "Drowning!"
She couldn't move. She heard his feet running.
"Wait here!" he shouted. "I'll be right back! There's someone there! A woman, I think!"
"Let the lifeguards get her!"
"Aren't any! Off duty; late!" He ran down to the shore, the sea, the waves.
"Come back!" she screamed. "There's no one out there! Don't, oh, don't!"
"Don't worry, I'll be right back!" he called. "She's drowning out there, see?"
The fog came in, the rain pattered down, a white flashing light raised in the waves. He ran, and the woman in the black suit ran after him, scattering beach implements behind her, crying, tears rushing from her eyes. "Don't!" She put out her hands.
He leaped into an onrushing dark wave.
The woman in the black bathing suit waited in the rain.
At six o'clock the sun set somewhere behind black clouds. The rain rattled softly on the water, a distant drum snare.
Under the sea, a move of illuminant white.
The soft shape, the foam, the weed, the long strands of strange green hair lay in the shallows. Among the stirring glitter, deep under, was the man.
Fragile. The foam bubbled and broke. The frosted coral brain rang against a pebble with thought, as quickly lost as found. Men. Fragile. Like dolls, they break. Nothing, nothing to them. A minute under water and they're sick and pay no attention and they vomit out and kick and then, suddenly, just lie there, doing nothing. Doing nothing at all. Strange. Disappointing, after all the days of waiting.
What to do with him now? His head lolls, his mouth opens, his eyelids loosen, his eyes stare, his skin pales. Silly man, wake up! Wake up!
The water surged about him.
The man hung limply, loosely, mouth agape.
The phosphorescence, the green hair weed withdrew.
He was released. A wave carried him back to the silent shore. Back to his wife, who was waiting for him there in the cold rain.
The rain poured over the black waters.
Distantly, under the leaden skies, from the twilight shore, a woman screamed.
Ah—the ancient dusts stirred sluggishly in the water—isn't that like a woman? Now, she doesn't want him, either!
At seven o'clock the rain fell thick. It was night and very cold and the hotels all along the sea had to turn on the heat.
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YES, WE'LL GATHER AT THE RIVER
At one minute to nine he should have rolled the wooden Indian back into warm tobacco darkness and turned the key in the lock. But somehow he waited because there were so many lost men walking by in no special direction for no special reason. A few of them wandered in to drift their gaze over the tribal cigars laid out in their neat brown boxes, then glanced up suddenly surprised to find where they were and said, evasively, "Evening, Charlie."
"So it is," said Charlie Moore.
Some of the men wandered off empty-handed, others moved on with a nickel cigar unlit in their mouths.
So it was nine thirty of a Thursday night before Charlie Moore finally touched the wooden Indian's elbow as if disturbing a friend and hating to bother. Gently he maneuvered the savage to where he became watchman of the night. In the shadows, the carved face stared raw and blind through the door.
"Well, Chief, what do you see?"
Charlie followed that silent gaze beyond to the highway that cut through the very center of their lives.
In locust hordes, cars roared up from Los Angeles. With irritation they slowed to thirty miles per hour here. They crept between some three dozen shops, stores, and old livery stables become gas stations, to the north rim of town. There the cars exploded back to eighty, racing like Furies on San Francisco, to teach it violence.
Charlie snorted softly.
A man passed, saw him standing with his silent wooden friend, said, "Last night, eh?" and was gone.
Last night.
There. Someone had dared use the words.
Charlie wheeled to switch off the lights, lock the door and, on the sidewalk, eyes down, freeze.
As if hypnotized, he felt his gaze rise again to the old highway which swept by with winds that smelled a billion years ago. Great bursts of headlight arrived, then cut away in departures of red taillight, like schools of small bright fish darting in the wake of sharks and blind-traveling whales. The lights sank away and were lost in the black hills.
Charlie broke his stare. He walked slowly on through his town as the clock over the Oddfellows Lodge struck the quarter hour and moved on toward ten and still he walked and was amazed and then not amazed any more to see how every shop was still open long after hours and in every door stood a man or woman transfixed even as he and his Indian brave had been transfixed by a talked-about and dreadful future suddenly become Here Now Tonight.
Fred Ferguson, the taxidermist, kin to the family of wild owls and panicked deer which stayed on forever in his window, spoke to the night air as Charlie passed:
"Hard to believe, ain't it?"
He wished no answer, for he went on, immediately:
"Keep thinking: just can't be. Tomorrow, the highway dead and us dead with it."
"Oh, it won't be that bad," said Charlie.
Ferguson gave him a shocked look. "Wait. Ain't you the one hollered two years ago, wanted to bomb the legislature, shoot the road contractors, steal the concrete mixers and earth-movers when they started the new highway three hundred yards west of here?Whatyou mean, it won't be bad? It will, and you know it!"
"I know," said Charlie Moore, at last.
Ferguson brooded on the near distance.
"Three hundred little bitty yards. Not much, eh? But seeing as how our town is only a hundred yards wide, that puts us, give or take, about two hundred yards from the new super-road. Two hundred yards from people who need nuts, bolts, or house-paint. Two hundred from jokers who barrel down from the mountains with deer or fresh shot alley-cats of all sorts and need the services of the only A-l taxidermist on the Coast. Two hundred yards from ladies who need aspirin—" He eyed the drugstore. "Haircuts." He watched the red-striped pole spin in its glass case down the street. "Strawberry sodas." He nodded at the malt shop. "You name it."
They named it all in silence, sliding their gaze along the stores, the shops, the arcades.
"Maybe it's not too late."
"Late, Charlie? Hell. Cement's mixed and poured and set. Come dawn they yank the roadblocks both ends of the new road. Governor might cut a ribbon from the first car. Then … people might remember Oak Lane the first week, sure. The second week not so much. A month from now? We'll be a smear of old paint on their right running north, on their left running south, burning rubber. There's Oak Lane! Remember? Ghost town. Oops! It's gone."
Charlie let his heart beat two or three times.
"Fred … what you going to do?"
"Stay on awhile. Stuff a few birds the local boys bring in. Then crank the old Tin Lizzie and drive that new superfreeway myself going nowhere, anywhere, and so long to you, Charlie Moore."
"Night, Fred. Hope you sleep."
"What, and miss welcoming in the New Year, middle of July … ?"
Charlie walked and that voice faded behind and he came to the barbershop where three men, laid out, were being strenuously barbered behind plate glass. The highway traffic slid over them in bright reflections. They looked like they were drowning under a stream of huge fireflies.
Charlie stepped in. Everyone glanced up.
"Anyone got any ideas?"
"Progress, Charlie," said Frank Mariano, combing and cutting, "is an idea can't be stopped with no other idea. Let's yank up the whole damn town, lock, stock, and tar barrel, carry it over, nail it down by that new road."
"We figured the cost last year. Four dozen stores at three thousand dollars average to haul them just three hundred yards west."
"So ends that master plan," muttered someone under a hot-steam towel, buried in inescapable fact.
"One good hurricane would do the job, carriage-free."
They all laughed quietly.
"We should all celebrate tonight," said the man under the hot towel. He sat up, revealing himself as Hank Summers, the groceryman. "Snort a few stiff drinks and wonder where the hell we'll all be this time next year."
"We didn't fight hard enough," said Charlie. "When it started, we didn't pitch in."
"Hell." Frank snipped a hair out of the inside of a fairly large ear, "when times move, not a day passes someone's not hurt. This month, this year, it's our turn. Next timewewant something, someone else gets stepped on, all in the name of Get Up and Go. Look, Charlie, go form a vigilantes. Mine that new road. But watch out. Just crossing the lanes to place the bomb, you're sure to be run down by a manure truck bound for Salinas."
More laughter, which faded quickly.
"Look," said Hank Summers, and everybody looked. He spoke to his own fly-specked image in the ancient mirror as if trying to sell his twin on a shared logic. "We lived here thirty years now, you, me, all of us. Won't kill us to move on. Good God, we're all root and a yard wide. Graduation. School of hard knocks is throwing us out the door with no never-mind's and no thank-you's. I'm ready. Charlie, areyou?"
"Me, now," said Frank Mariano. "Monday morning six a.m. I load my barbership in a trailer and shoot off after those customers, ninety miles an hour!"
There was a laugh sounded like the very last one of the day, so Charlie turned with one superb and mindless drift and was back on the street.
And still the shops stayed open, the lights stayed on, the doors stood wide, as if each owner was reluctant to go home, so long as that river out there was flowing and there was the great motion and glint and sound of people and metal and light in a tide they had grown so accustomed to it was hard to believe the river bottom would ever know a dry season.
Charlie lingered on, straying from shop to shop, sipping a chocolate Coke at the malted-milk counter, buying some stationery he couldn't use from the drugstore under the soft fluttering wood fan that whispered to itself in the ceiling. He loitered like a common criminal, thieving sights. He paused in alleys where, Saturday afternoons, gypsy tie salesmen or kitchenware spielers laid out their suitcase worlds to con the pedestrians. Then, at last he reached the gas station where Pete Britz, deep in the oil pit, was mending the dumb brute underside of a dead and uncomplaining 1947 Ford.
At ten o'clock, as if by some secret but mutual consent, all the shops went dark, all the people walked home, Charlie Moore among them.
He caught up with Hank Summers, whose face was still shining pink from the shave he hadn't needed. They ambled in silence for a time past houses where it seemed the whole population was sitting out smoking or knitting, rocking in chairs or fanning themselves against a nonexistent hot spell.
Hank laughed suddenly at some private thought. A few paces on, he decided to make it public:
"Yes, we'll gather at the River, River, River.
Yes, we'll gather at the River
That flows by the Throne of God."
He half-sang it and Charlie nodded.
"First Baptist Church, when I was twelve."
"The Lord giveth and the Highway Commissioner taketh away," said Hank, drily. "Funny. Never thought how much a town is people. Doing things, that is. Under the hot towel back there, thought: what's this place to me? Shaved, I had the answer. Russ Newell banging a carburetor at the Night Owl Garage? Yep. Allie Mae Simpson … "
He swallowed his voice in embarrassment.
Allie Mae Simpson … Charlie took up the count in his own mind … Allie Mae fixing wet curlicues: in old ladies' hair in the bay window of her Vogue Salon … Doc Knight stacking pill bottles in the drug emporium cases … hardware store laid out in the hot noon sun, Clint Simpson middle of it all, running his hands over, sorting out the million blinks and shines of brass and silver and gold, all the nails, hinges, knobs, all the saws, hammers, and snaked up copper wire and stacks of aluminum foil like the junk shaken free of a thousand boys' pockets in a thousand summers past—and then …
 … then there was his own place, warm dark, brown, comfortable, musky as the den of a tobacco smoking bear … thick with the humidor smells of whole families of odd-sized cigars, imported cigarettes, snuffs just waiting to be exploded on the air …
Take all that: away, thought Charlie, you got nothing. Buildings, sure. Anyone can raise a frame, paint a sign to say what might go on inside. But it was people that made the damn thingget.
Hank surfaced in his own long thoughts.
"Guess right now I'm sad. Want to send everyone back to open their shops so I can see what they were up to. Why wasn't I looking closer, all these years? Hell, hell. What's got into you, Hank Summers. There's another Oak Lane on up the line or down the line and people there busy as they are here. Wherever I land, next time I'll look close, swear to God. Good-bye, Charlie."
"To hell with good-bye."
"All right, then, good night."
And Hank was gone and Charlie was home and Clara was waiting at the screen door with a glass of ice water.
"Sit out awhile?"
"Like everyone else? Why not?"
They sat in the dark on the porch in the chain-hung wooden swing and watched the highway flush and drain, flush and drain with arrivals of headlight and departures of angry red fire like the coals from an immense brazier scattered to the fields.
Charlie drank the water slowly and, drinking, thought: In the old days you couldn't see the roads die. You felt them gradually fade, yes, lying in bed nights, maybe your mind got hold of some hint, some nudge or commotion that warned you it was sinking away. But it took years and years for any one road to give up its dusty ghost and another to stir alive. That's how things were, slow arriving and slow passing away. That's how things had always been.
But no more. Now, in a matter of hours.
He paused.
He touched in upon himself to find a new thing.
"I'm not mad any more."
"Good," said his wife.
They rocked awhile, two halves of a similar content.
"My God, I was stirred up there for awhile."
"I remember," she said.
"But now I figure, well … " he drifted his voice, mostly to himself. "Millions of cars come through every year. Like it or not, the road's just not big enough, we're holding up the world, that old road there and this old town. The world says it's got to move. So now, on that new road, not one but two million will pass just a shotgun blast away, going where they got to go to get things done they say are important, doesn't matter if they're important or not, folksthinkthey are, and thinking makes the game. If we'd really seen it coming, thought in on it from every side, we'd have taken a steam-driven sledge and just mashed the town flat and said, 'Drive through!' instead of making them lay the damn road over in that next clover patch. This way, the town dies hard, strangled on a piece of butcher string instead of being dropped off a cliff. Well, well." He lit his pipe and blew great clouds of smoke in which to poke for past mistakes and present revelations. "Us being human, I guess we couldn't have done but as we did … "
They heard the drugstore clock strike eleven and the Oddfellows Hall clock chime eleven thirty, and at twelve they lay in bed in the dark, each with a ceilingful of thoughts above them.
"Graduation."
"What?"
"Frank the barber said it and had it right. This whole week feels like the last days of school, years ago. I remember how I felt, how I was afraid, ready to cry, and how I promised myself to live every last moment right up to the time the diploma was in my hand, for God only knew what tomorrow might bring. Unemployment. Depression. War. And then...
.
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Zero Hour
OH, IT was to be so jolly! What a game! Such excitement they hadn’t known in years. The children catapulted this way and that across the green lawns, shouting at each other, holding hands, flying in circles, climbing trees, laughing. Overhead the rockets flew, and beetle cars whispered by on the streets, but the children played on. Such fun, such tremulous joy, such tumbling and hearty screaming.
Mink ran into the house, all dirt and sweat. For her seven years she was loud and strong and definite. Her mother, Mrs. Morris, hardly saw her as she yanked out drawers and rattled pans and tools into a large sack.
“Heavens, Mink, what’s going on?”
“The most exciting game ever!” gasped Mink, pink-faced.
“Stop and get your breath,” said the mother.
“No, I’m all right,” gasped Mink. “Okay I take these things, Mom?”
“But don’t dent them,” said Mrs. Morris.
“Thank you, thank you!” cried Mink, and boom! she was gone, like a rocket.
Mrs. Morris surveyed the fleeing tot. “What’s the name of the game?”
“Invasion!” said Mink. The door slammed.
In every yard on the street children brought out knives and forks and pokers and old stovepipes and can openers.
It was an interesting fact that this fury and bustle occurred only among the younger children. The older ones, those ten years and more, disdained the affair and marched scornfully off on hikes or played a more dignified version of hide-and-seek on their own.
Meanwhile, parents came and went in chromium beetles. Repairmen came to repair the vacuum elevators in houses, to fix fluttering television sets or hammer upon stubborn food-delivery tubes. The adult civilization passed and repassed the busy youngsters, jealous of the fierce energy of the wild tots, tolerantly amused at their flourishings, longing to join in themselves.
“This and this and  this,”  said Mink, instructing the others with their assorted spoons and wrenches. “Do that, and bring  that  over here. No!  Here,  ninny! Right. Now, get back while I fix this.” Tongue in teeth, face wrinkled in thought. “Like that. See?”
“Yayyyy!” shouted the kids.
Twelve-year-old Joseph Connors ran up.
“Go away,” said Mink straight at him.
“I wanna play,” said Joseph.
“Can’t!” said Mink.
“Why not?”
“You’d just make fun of us.”
“Honest, I wouldn’t”
“No. We know you. Go away or we’ll kick you.”
Another twelve-year-old boy whirred by on little motor skates. “Hey, Joe! Come on! Let them sissies play!”
Joseph showed reluctance and a certain wistfulness. “I want to play,” he said.
“You’re old,” said Mink firmly.
“Not  that  old,” said Joe sensibly.
“You’d only laugh and spoil the Invasion.”
The boy on the motor skates made a rude lip noise. “Come on, Joe! Them and their fairies! Nuts!”
Joseph walked off slowly. He kept looking back, all down the block.
Mink was already busy again. She made a kind of apparatus with her gathered equipment. She had appointed another little girl with a pad and pencil to take down notes in painful slow scribbles. Their voices rose and fell in the warm sunlight.
All around them the city hummed. The streets were lined with good green and peaceful trees. Only the wind made a conflict across the city, across the country, across the continent. In a thousand other cities there were trees and children and avenues, businessmen in their quiet offices taping their voices, or watching televisors. Rockets hovered like darning needles in the blue sky. There was the universal, quiet conceit and easiness of men accustomed to peace, quite certain there would never he trouble again. Arm in arm, men all over earth were a united front. The perfect weapons were held in equal trust by all nations. A situation of incredibly beautiful balance had been brought about. There were no traitors among men, no unhappy ones, no disgruntled ones; therefore the world was based upon a stable ground. Sunlight illumined half the world and the trees drowsed in a tide of warm air.
Mink’s mother, from her upstairs window, gazed down.
The children. She looked upon them and shook her head. Well, they’d eat well, sleep well, and be in school on Monday. Bless their vigorous little bodies. She listened.
Mink talked earnestly to someone near the rose bush—though there was no one there.
These odd children. And the little girl, what was her name? Anna? Anna took notes on a pad. First, Mink asked the rosebush a question, then called the answer to Anna.
“Triangle,” said Mink.
“What’s a tri,” said Anna with difficulty, “angle?”
“Never mind,” said Mink.
“How you spell it?” asked Anna.
“T-r-i——” spelled Mink slowly, then snapped, “Oh, spell it yourself!” She went on to other words. “Beam,” she said.
“I haven’t got tri,” said Anna, “angle down yet!”
“Well, hurry, hurry!” cried Mink.
Mink’s mother leaned out the upstairs window. “A-n-g-1-e,” she spelled down at Anna.
“Oh, thanks, Mrs. Morris,” said Anna.
“Certainly,” said Mink’s mother and withdrew, laughing, to dust the hail with an electro-duster magnet.
The voices wavered on the shimmery air. “Beam,” said Anna. Fading.
“Four-nine-seven-A-and-B-and-X,” said Mink, far away, seriously. “And a fork and a string and a—hex-hex-agony—hexagonal!”
At lunch Mink gulped milk at one toss and was at the door. Her mother slapped the table.
“You sit right back down,” commanded Mrs. Morris. “Hot soup in a minute.” She poked a red button on the kitchen butler, and ten seconds later something landed with a bump in the rubber receiver. Mrs. Morris opened it, took out a can with a pair of aluminum holders, unsealed it with a flick, and poured hot soup into a bowl.
During all this Mink fidgeted. “Hurry, Mom! This is a matter of life and death! Aw——”
“I was the same way at your age. Always life and death. I know.”
Mink banged away at the soup.
“Slow down,” said Mom.
“Can’t,” said Mink. “Drill’s waiting for me.”
“Who’s Drill? What a peculiar name,” said Mom.
“You don’t know him,” said Mink.
“A new boy in the neighborhood?” asked Mom.
“He’s new all right,” said Mink. She started on her second bowl.
“Which one is Drill?” asked Mom.
“He’s around,” said Mink evasively. “You’ll make fun. Everybody pokes fun. Gee, darn.”
“Is Drill shy?”
“Yes. No. In a way. Gosh, Mom, I got to run if we want to have the Invasion!”
“Who’s invading what?”
“Martians invading Earth. Well, not exactly Martians. They’re—I don’t know. From up.” She pointed with her spoon.
“And  inside,”  said Mom, touching Mink’s feverish brow.
Mink rebelled. “You’re laughing! You’ll kill Drill and everybody.”
“I didn’t mean to,” said Mom. “Drill’s a Martian?”
“No. He’s—well—maybe from Jupiter or Saturn or Venus. Anyway, he’s had a hard time.”
“I imagine.” Mrs. Morris hid her mouth behind her hand.
“They couldn’t figure a way to attack Earth.”
“We’re impregnable,” said Mom in mock seriousness. “That’s the word Drill used! Impreg—— That was the word, Mom.”
“My, my, Drill’s a brilliant little boy. Two-bit words.”
“They couldn’t figure a way to attack, Mom. Drill says—he says in order to make a good fight you got to have a new way of surprising people. That way you win. And he says also you got to have help from your enemy.”
“A fifth column,” said Mom.
“Yeah. That’s what Drill said. And they couldn’t figure a way to surprise Earth or get help.”
“No wonder. We’re pretty darn strong.” Mom laughed, cleaning up. Mink sat there, staring at the table, seeing what she was talking about.
“Until, one day,” whispered Mink melodramatically, “they thought of children!”
“Well!”  said Mrs. Morris brightly.
“And they thought of how grownups are so busy they never look under rosebushes or on lawns!”
“Only for snails and fungus.”
“And then there’s something about dim-dims.”
“Dim-dims?”
“Dimens-shuns.”
“Dimensions?”
“Four of ’em! And there’s something about kids under nine and imagination. It’s real funny to hear Drill talk.”
Mrs. Morris was tired. “Well, it must be funny. You’re keeping Drill waiting now. It’s getting late in the day and, if you want to have your Invasion before your supper bath, you’d better jump.”
“Do I have to take a bath?” growled Mink.
“You do. Why is it children hate water? No matter what age you live in children hate water behind the ears!”
“Drill says I won’t have to take baths,” said Mink.
“Oh, he does, does he?”
“He told all the kids that. No more baths. And we can stay up till ten o’clock and go to two televisor shows on Saturday ’stead of one!”
“Well, Mr. Drill better mind his p’s and q’s. I’ll call up his mother and—”
Mink went to the door. “We’re having trouble with guys like Pete Britz and Dale Jerrick. They’re growing up. They make fun. They’re worse than parents. They just won’t believe in Drill. They’re so snooty, ’cause they’re growing up. You’d think they’d know better. They were little only a coupla years ago. I hate them worst. We’ll kill them  first.”
“Your father and I last?”
“Drill says you’re dangerous. Know why? ’Cause you don’t believe in Martians! They’re going to let us run the world. Well, not just us, but the kids over in the next block, too. I might be queen.” She opened the door.
“Mom?”
“Yes?”
“What’s lodge-ick?”
“Logic? Why, dear, logic is knowing what things are true and not true.”
“He  mentioned  that,” said Mink. “And what’s im-pres-sionable?” It took her a minute to say it.
“Why, it means—” Her mother looked at the floor, laughing gently. “It means—to be a child, dear.”
“Thanks for lunch!” Mink ran out, then stuck her head back in. “Mom, I’ll be sure you won’t be hurt much, really!”
“Well, thanks,” said Mom.
Slam  went the door.
At four o’clock the audio-visor buzzed. Mrs. Morris flipped the tab. “Hello, Helen!” she said in welcome.
“Hello, Mary. How are thinks in New York?”
“Fine. How are things in Scranton? You look tired.”
“So do you. The children. Underfoot,” said Helen.
Mrs. Morris sighed. “My Mink too. The super-Invasion.”
Helen laughed. “Are your kids playing that game too?”
“Lord, yes. Tomorrow it’ll be geometrical jacks and motorized hopscotch. Were we this bad when we were kids in ’48?”
“Worse. Japs and Nazis. Don’t know how my parents put up with me. Tomboy.”
“Parents learn to shut their ears.”
A silence.
“What’s wrong, Mary?” asked Helen.
Mrs. Morris’s eyes were half closed; her tongue slid slowly, thoughtfully, over her lower lip. “Eh?” She jerked. “Oh, nothing. Just thought about  that.  Shutting ears and such. Never mind. Where were we?”
“My boy Tim’s got a crush on some guy named—Drill,  I think it was.”
“Must be a new password. Mink likes him too.”
“Didn’t know it had got as far as New York. Word of mouth, I imagine. Looks like a scrap drive. I talked to Josephine and she said her kids—that’s in Boston—are wild on this new game. It’s sweeping the country.”
At this moment Mink trotted into the kitchen to gulp a glass of water. Mrs. Morris turned. “How’re things going?”
“Almost finished,” said Mink.
“Swell,” said Mrs. Morris. “What’s  that?”
“A yo-yo,” said Mink. “Watch.”
She flung the yo-yo down its string. Reaching the end it—
It vanished.
“See?” said Mink. “Ope!” Dibbling her finger, she made the yo-yo reappear and zip up the string.
“Do that again,” said her mother.
“Can’t. Zero hour’s five o’clock! ’By.” Mink exited, zipping her yo-yo.
On the audio-visor, Helen laughed. “Tim brought one of those yo-yos in this morning, but when I got curious he said he wouldn’t show it to me, and when I tried to work it, finally, it wouldn’t work.”
“You’re not  impressionable,”  said Mrs. Morris.
“What?”
“Never mind. Something I thought of. Can I help you, Helen?”
“I wanted to get that black-and-white cake recipe——”
The hour drowsed by. The day waned. The sun lowered in the peaceful blue sky. Shadows lengthened on the green lawns. The laughter and excitement continued. One little girl ran away, crying. Mrs. Morris came out the front door.
“Mink, was that Peggy Ann crying?”
Mink was bent over in the yard, near the rosebush. “Yeah. She’s a scarebaby. We won’t let her play, now. She’s getting too old to play. I guess she grew up all of a sudden.”
“Is that why she cried? Nonsense. Give me a civil answer, young lady, or inside you come!”
Mink whirled in consternation, mixed with irritation. “I can’t quit now. It’s almost time. I’ll be good. I’m sorry.”
“Did you hit Peggy Ann?”
“No, honest. You ask her. It was something—well, she’s just a scaredy pants.”
The ring of children drew in around Mink where she scowled at her work with spoons and a kind of square-shaped arrangement of hammers and pipes. “There and there,” murmured Mink.
“What’s wrong?” said Mrs. Morris.
“Drill’s stuck. Halfway. If we could only get him all the way through, it’d be easier. Then all the others could come through after him.”
“Can I help?”
“No’m, thanks. I’ll fix it.”
“All right. I’ll call you for your bath in half an hour. I’m tired of watching you.
She went in and sat in the electric relaxing chair, sipping a little beer from a half-empty glass. The chair massaged her back. Children, children. Children and love and hate, side by side. Sometimes children loved you, hated you—all in half a second. Strange children, did they ever forget or forgive the whippings and the harsh, strict words of command? She wondered. How can you ever forget or forgive those over and above you, those tall and silly dictators?
Time passed. A curious, waiting silence came upon the street, deepening.
Five o’clock. A clock sang softly somewhere in the house in a quiet, musical voice: “Five o’clock—five o’clock. Time’s a-wasting. Five o’clock,” and purred away into silence.
Zero hour.
Mrs. Morris chuckled in her throat. Zero hour.
A beetle car hummed into the driveway. Mr. Morris. Mrs. Morris smiled. Mr. Morris got out of the beetle, locked it, and called hello to Mink at her work. Mink ignored him. He laughed and stood for a moment watching the children. Then he walked up the front steps.
“Hello, darling.”
“Hello, Henry.”
She strained forward on the edge of the chair, listening. The children were silent. Too silent.
He emptied his pipe, refilled it. “Swell day. Makes you glad to be alive.”
Buzz.
“What’s that?” asked Henry.
“I don’t know.” She got up suddenly, her eyes widening. She was going to say something. She stopped it. Ridiculous. Her nerves jumped. “Those children haven’t anything dangerous out there, have they?” she said.
“Nothing but pipes and hammers. Why?”
“Nothing electrical?”
“Heck, no,” said Henry. “I looked.”
She walked to the kitchen. The buzzing continued. “Just the same, you’d better go tell them to quit. It’s after five. Tell them—” Her eyes widened and narrowed. “Tell them to put off their Invasion until tomorrow.” She laughed, nervously.
The buzzing grew louder.
“What are they up to? I’d better go look, all right.”
The explosion!
The house shook with dull sound. There were other explosions in other yards on other streets.
Involuntarily, Mrs. Morris screamed. “Up this way!” she cried senselessly, knowing no sense, no reason. Perhaps she saw something from the corners of her eyes; perhaps she smelled a new odor or heard a new noise. There was no time to argue with Henry to convince him. Let him think her insane. Yes, insane! Shrieking, she ran upstairs. He ran after her to see what she was up to. “In the attic!” she screamed. “That’s where it is!” It was only a poor excuse to get him in the attic in time. Oh, God—in time!
Another explosion outside. The children screamed with delight as if at a great fireworks display.
“It’s not in the attic!” cried Henry. “It’s outside!”
“No, no!” Wheezing, gasping, she fumbled at the attic door. “I’ll show you. Hurry! I’ll show you!”
They tumbled into the attic. She slammed the door, locked it, took the key, threw it into a far, cluttered corner.
She was babbling wild stuff now. It came out of her. All the subconscious suspicion and fear that had gathered secretly all afternoon and fermented like a wine in her. All the little revelations and knowledges and sense that had bothered her all day and which she had logically and carefully and sensibly rejected and censored. Now it exploded in her and shook her to bits.
“There, there,” she said, sobbing against the door. “We’re safe until tonight. Maybe we can sneak out. Maybe we can escape!”
Henry blew up too, but for another reason. “Are you crazy? Why’d you throw that key away? Damn it, honey!”
“Yes, yes, I’m crazy, if it helps, but stay here with me!”
“I don’t know how in hell I  can  get out!”
“Quiet. They’ll hear us. Oh, God, they’ll find us soon enough—”
Below them, Mink’s voice. The husband stopped. There was a great universal humming and sizzling, a screaming and giggling. Downstairs the audio-televisor buzzed and buzzed insistently, alarmingly, violently.  Is that Helen calling?thought Mrs. Morris.  And is she calling about what I think she’s calling about?
Footsteps came into the house. Heavy footsteps.
“Who’s coming in my house?” demanded Henry angrily. “Who’s tramping around down there?”
Heavy feet. Twenty, thirty, forty, fifty of them. Fifty persons crowding into the house. The humming. The giggling of the children. “This way!” cried Mink, below.
“Who’s downstairs?” roared Henry. “Who’s there!”
“Hush. Oh, nononononono!” said his wife weakly, holding him. “Please, be quiet. They might go away.
“Mom?” called Mink. “Dad?” A pause. “Where are you?”
Heavy footsteps, heavy, heavy,  very heavy  footsteps, came up the stairs. Mink leading them.
“Mom?” A hesitation. “Dad?” A waiting, a silence.
Humming. Footsteps toward the attic. Mink’s first.
They trembled together in silence in the attic, Mr. and Mrs. Morris. For some reason the electric humming, the queer cold light suddenly visible under the door crack, the strange odor and the alien sound of eagerness in Mink’s voice finally got through to Henry Morris too. He stood, shivering, in the dark silence, his wife beside him.
“Mom! Dad!”
Footsteps. A little humming sound. The attic lock melted. The door opened. Mink peered inside, tall blue shadows behind her.
“Peekaboo.” said Mink.
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